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ABSTRACT 
  Few verifiable first-hand accounts of the lives of past sex workers exist. What, 
then, were their daily lives like? Can archaeology assist us in understanding the daily 
lived experiences of sex workers, brothel managers, and visitors to the brothel? Despite 
excellent research in this subject, archaeologists have yet to adequately address the daily 
lived experiences within sites of prostitution. Using artifacts collected from the privy 
feature of the 27/29 Endicott Street house lot in Boston’s North End neighborhood, this 
dissertation examines the relationships among embodiment (or the exterior and interior 
experiences of the body), sensual experience, and identity through analysis of 
“assemblages of practice,” or artifacts used together to accomplish specific projects in 
everyday life (e.g., personal grooming, presentation of self, dining, place-making).  
 Employing theories of embodiment and an archaeology of the senses, my study of 
the Endicott Street collection contributes a new methodological and theoretical 
framework for studying the archaeology of prostitution across time, space, and culture. 
Through the analysis of household artifacts such as teawares and lighting, geographic 
		 x 
location in the city, and historical crime reports, I determined that the brothel 
environment was constructed both to avoid police notice and to provide an atmosphere of 
genteel anonymity to its customers. Likewise, the embodied experiences of women 
working here were as much a part of the brothel’s economy as were services offered in 
addition to sex. Artifact and documentary evidence suggests that the closing of the 
brothel and the filling of the brothel privy appear to signify the end of financial prosperity 
at the property. Ultimately, this dissertation finds that the practice of nineteenth-century 
sex work involved a careful construction of fantasy for brothel customers, and that this 
fantasy had the potential to provide financial stability and security for the madam of the 
establishment, if not for the women working as prostitutes. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
 
Archaeological investigations into sites of prostitution have become important 
venues for the examination of social and personal identity and sexual theory in 
association with the archaeological record. Books and articles concerning the 
archaeology of prostitution in both the ancient world and historical archaeology are 
published with regularity and conference sessions on prostitution are always well 
attended. Despite this research interest, formal sites of prostitution are still poorly 
understood both archaeologically and historically. Here I propose that an examination of 
the relationship between embodiment and phenomenological experience provides a 
framework for interpreting the construction of personal and collective identities at a given 
site. I will address these topics through the case study of the 27/29 Endicott Street brothel 
that operated between 1850 and 1870 in Boston’s North End neighborhood (figure 1.1). 
In this dissertation, I aim to develop an improved understanding of how different 
groups created and experienced a nineteenth-century brothel’s commercial space and 
environment by applying theories of sexuality and embodiment of self to the collective 
identity and sexuality of the prostitutes and madam in residence at 27/29 Endicott Street, 
and the identity and sexuality of the patrons of the brothel. The material culture recovered 
from brothel sites allows exploration of both the semi-private, “behind the scenes” 
narrative of sex work, as well as the semi-public, eroticized “performance space” where 
patrons were entertained. Focusing on artifacts associated with dining, lighting, drinking, 
entertainment, bodily hygiene, and other activities at the brothel at 27/29 Endicott Street,  
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 Figure 1.1. Location of Boston, Massachusetts 
 
I strive to recreate the sensory experience of “being in the space” in relationship to 
notions of embodiment, sexuality, and identity.  
The theoretical framework that I adopt maintains that the phenomenological 
experience of “being in the world” is fundamentally linked to embodiment and sexuality 
through sensory experience (Hamilakis 2013a: 6). Notions of “collective sexuality” and 
“interior sexuality” (Gilchrist 2000: 91) can be expanded to contribute to ideas of 
sexuality and embodiment in a variety of contexts and spaces. Sexualities, be they 
interior, exterior, or collective, are applicable not only to female sexuality and femininity, 
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but also to the creation and reinforcement of masculinity (Dawdy and Weyhing 2008). 
Individual actors within spaces such as the brothel at 27/29 Endicott Street interacted 
with each other to substantiate or transgress the sexualities that were socially established 
in nineteenth-century Boston.  
 
Embodiment, Phenomenology, and an Archaeology of the Senses 
In this dissertation I examine the material culture of 27/29 Endicott Street by 
considering the intersection between theories of embodiment and phenomenology, 
ultimately focusing on an archaeology of the sensory experience of the brothel. In many 
ways theoretical frameworks for understanding sexuality, embodiment, and 
phenomenology have developed in parallel. The social sharing of experiences can 
reinforce community as strongly as a visual “social skin” (Fisher and Loren 2003), but 
even the individual body should be studied archaeologically as an experiencing, sensory 
entity (Hamilakis et al. 2002: 3). An experience of space is ultimately grounded in the 
body itself. 
Archaeologists over the past two decades have developed methods of examining 
sexuality through the material record by challenging traditional binary and 
heteronormative understandings of sexuality through the application of feminist theory 
(Conkey and Gero 1997; Csordas 1994: 2; Voss 2000; Voss and Schmidt 2000: 1). 
Because of these recent foci, archaeologists now recognize that gender, sexuality, the 
body, and personhood are intertwined in archaeological interpretations (Voss 2008). 
While seemingly ephemeral and intangible, the material nature of embodiment makes 
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sexuality one of the more substantial and physical realms of social life (Voss 2012: 23). 
Archaeologists have recognized the need for a shift in thinking about how sexuality is 
represented in the material record.  
The most challenging archaeological subject is that of transgressive and intangible 
sexualities. Problems with the archaeology of sexuality could be overcome by focusing 
greater attention on representations of the transgressive and the intangible rather than 
assuming heterosexual normativity (Hall 2012: 339). Despite Martin Hall’s call to study 
the transgressive and intangible, his method in practice is not direct. In Shannon Dawdy 
and Richard Weyhing analysis of faience rouge jars recovered from the site of the Rising 
Sun Hotel in New Orleans, they challenge the assumption that cosmetic artifacts are 
necessarily representative of transgressive, female sexuality or prostitution. They argue 
that an understanding how “masculinity” and “maleness” was reflected among post-
Revolutionary “dandies” provides an example of how potential interpretations of 
archaeological sites can be substantially limited by attributing artifacts related to dress 
and grooming with “femininity” (2008: 387).  
The representation and manipulation of the body creates the most visual way to 
construct social identity (Fisher and Loren 2003), but bodily identity is not determined 
purely by visual representations signifying social belonging within a community. Roberta 
Gilchrist, in her study of medieval monastic women, argued that the nuns experienced 
their bodies as a collective and their sexuality was expressed through an interior 
reflection on the suffering of Christ (2000: 97). While Lynn Meskell supports the idea of 
the body as scene of display, she argues that archaeologists risk leaving bodies 
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uninhabited and without materiality. Instead, the body must be viewed as a social being, 
representing the articulation of agency and structure, causality and meaning, rationality 
and imagination, as well as physical determinations and symbolic resonances (Meskell 
2000: 18). The individual’s construction of identity is tied to his or her experience of the 
world.  
Further problematizing embodiment and the body, phenomenology serves to place 
emphasis on bodily experience (Johnson 2012: 273). While traditionally used to explore 
the experience of landmarks and culturally important landscapes, phenomenology is a set 
of theoretical approaches that attempts to understand the ways in which people 
experience the world that they occupy (Tilley 1994: 11). Phenomenology has been 
adopted by archaeologists as a way to explore memory, practice, and human activities 
that become inscribed over time (Johnson 2012: 273). Considering this more abstractly, 
Christopher Tilley argues that the ways in which people experience and understand the 
world are the key issues of phenomenology and can be examined by understanding 
objects and places as they are experienced by a subject (1994: 11). He suggests that, “the 
world and the subject reflect and flow into each other through the body that provides the 
living bond with the world” (Tilley 1994: 14). In essence, the relationship between the 
tangibility of space and the emotional, mnemonic, and sensual ties that individuals attach 
to space can be explored by archaeologists because of the materiality inherent in human 
inscriptions on the landscape.  
Phenomenological approaches to archaeology are far from straightforward or 
uncontested, however, because of the contradictory and conflicted nature of personal 
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experiences. Barbara Bender argues that any given individual’s experience of the world 
will never be identical to anyone else’s and is entirely dependent on the lived experience 
of that individual (Bender 1998: 25). She further suggests that the sensory understanding 
of a landscape is not static, but transforms through different life stages and lived 
experiences. There is never a landscape, always many landscapes depending on the 
number of actors and their life stages (Bender 1998: 25). Additionally, a key problem 
with phenomenology lies in the underlying assumption that archaeologists share the same 
cultural attitudes and perceptions as the people they study (Given 2004: 18). A more 
effective approach to phenomenology is a study of how personal choices, previous 
experiences, and repetition of everyday actions with the same people define the places 
that become or remain meaningful (Given 2004: 165). Still, through the constant 
movement, work, and living done within spaces, meanings constantly change and 
develop. Meanings can transform through seeing and touching, but can be manifested 
through seemingly ephemeral features related to hearing and smelling as well (Given 
2004: 18).  
An archaeology of the senses may provide a middle ground between archaeology 
of the body and embodiment of self and the phenomenological perspective of the “body-
in-the-world” because it does not privilege sensory interactions related to vision and sight 
at the expense of other senses (Hamilakis 2002: 100; Day 2013: 4). Understanding that 
the relationships from sensory experiences of past people are unlikely to be completely 
identical to ours today, archaeologists can still draw sensory conclusions about 
archaeological objects. As Yannis Hamilakis (2013a: 6) notes, we can tell that the 
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sensorial effect of a soft vessel versus a rough vessel would have been different and that 
the contents of that vessel, whether food, drink, or other substances, would have 
produced a distinctive sensorial effect. Sensory experience is universal and cross-cultural 
but the ways in which those experiences are interpreted are culturally specific (Hamilakis 
2013a: 10). Instead of trying to “represent” the past, archaeologists concerned with 
“sensoriality,” or sensory experiences, examine how materials, bodies, things, and 
substances work together in relation to their affective power (Hamilakis 2013a: 13). 
 
Development of the archaeology of prostitution 
Studies of prostitution in the archaeological record have been limited to classical 
sites such as those in Pompeii, Rome, and related areas of the Mediterranean (e.g., 
Assante 2000; Funari 1995; Graham 1998) and mid-nineteenth-century sites in the United 
States (e.g., Costello 2003; Meyer et al. 2005; Seifert 1991). In the classical world, these 
studies are still based in art history and epigraphy which deals in murals, inscriptions, or 
graffiti. In historical archaeology, however, the focus is placed upon the artifact 
assemblages recovered from the ground and how they can communicate information 
about the residents in brothel spaces (D’Agostino 1995).  
Historical archaeologists generally attempt to address how sites where formal 
prostitution took place can be identified in the archaeological record and distinguished 
from working- or middle-class, private, domestic homes. As early researchers discovered, 
many of the archaeological assemblages that make up sites of organized prostitution 
(such as brothels) share most (if not all) of their material record with contemporary 
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domestic households (Seifert 1991; Meyer et al. 2005; Foster et al. 2005; etc.). 
Understanding this, many archaeologists distinguish such sites from surrounding 
domestic deposits based on the numbers of fine or expensive dining wares and fixtures 
(Foster et. al. 2005; Seifert 1991; Seifert et al. 2000; Spude 2005; Yamin 2005), exotic 
food types (Costello 2003, Dixon 2005), and increased quantities of medical bottles 
(Costello 2003; Ketz et al. 2005; Seifert 1991).   
Researchers in the archaeology of prostitution, generally attempt to move away 
from basic classification quickly in order to make interpretations about the people using 
brothel spaces. One of the most challenging elements that archaeologists have 
encountered, however, deals with the difficulties inherent in determining the artifacts that 
relate to public, “front-stage” brothel space and behind-the-scenes, “backstage” brothel 
space (Burnette 2014; Fisher and Loren 2003; Keim 2013; Ketz et al. 2005; Meyer et al. 
2005; Spude 2005; Yamin 2005). In some research, the distinction between the two is 
achievable, for instance, in the difference between the presentation of self outside of the 
brothel space versus inside of it (Keim 2013). Additional research has been done to 
distinguish artifacts related to the “front-stage” brothel patrons, and the “backstage” life 
of prostitutes by isolating artifacts related only to women and those related only to men 
(Ketz et al. 2005). Gendering is problematic for several reasons (Dawdy and Weyhing 
2008), but it is even more difficult to determine what would be used only in “front-stage” 
space and what only “behind-the-scenes” when objects are recovered from mixed 
contexts such as privies.     
Another theme within the archaeology of prostitution studies the way that 
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prostitution reflects social issues that were contemporary to the period that the brothel 
was in operation. Problems such as the perception of the morality of impoverished 
women have been examined through the analysis of nineteenth-century infanticide and its 
association with promiscuity (Christ 2005). Public discomfort with prostitution can be 
reflected through zoning laws throughout the urban landscape to control prostitution 
within “red-light” districts (Charles 2014) or in legislation that limited the public 
visibility of prostitutes (Graham 1998). Archaeologists have also worked to change 
common perceptions about different social groups through their analysis of brothel space 
and how it was manipulated. For example, cultural stereotypes, such as the association of 
the French with heightened sexuality (Dawdy and Weyhing 2008), lead some researchers 
to assume that associated spaces are brothels even if they are not. Additionally, in spaces 
owned by African Americans in the nineteenth-century, an examination of ways in which 
expensive décor and middle-class organization of a social space was used to challenge 
contemporary racist assumptions about Black business owners (Dixon 2005). I intend to 
link this project more closely with this theme within the archaeology of prostitution, 
while still attempting to examine the 27/29 Endicott brothel as a household (figure 1.2). 
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Research Questions 
The key questions that I will address in my approach to the artifact assemblage 
recovered from 27/29 Endicott Street concern the intersection between a creation of 
commercial space and the intimate, sexual embodiment of the women working there. I 
want to identify whether it is possible to recognize strategies used in the creation of the 
nineteenth-century brothel environment and ambiance. Decorative material culture has 
been well explored by previous scholars; I aim to create a comprehensive picture of all 
aspects of the creation of environment. In addition, I am interested in investigating the 
Figure 1.2. Detail of "The City of Boston" by J. C. Hazen (1878). Rough location of 27/29 Endicott Street 
indicated by arrow. 
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extent to which the brothel under study can be evaluated by its sensory offerings. This 
includes not only visual experiences, but auditory, tactile, and gustatory experiences as 
well.  
In addition, I expect fluctuations in competitive success to be reflected in the 
changes in experienced space. As a component of this line of research, I intend to 
investigate the ways in which archaeologists can identify how the emotional and physical 
expectations of brothel patrons might have driven commercial choices made by the 
brothel madam. While I acknowledge that a true reconstruction of individual experience 
of brothel spaces will never be possible, I maintain that a phenomenological analysis of 
objects lends itself to identifying potential emotional and practical relationships within 
the space. 
Through identifying the previously overlooked elements in the creation of a 
brothel’s environment and the cultural context of the period under investigation, I will 
develop an understanding of sensory expectations, as well as physical and emotional 
anticipation, of the brothel patrons. Contemporary historical documents provide 
important information about the uses of items recovered from the 27/29 Endicott Street 
site and the prevalent social context for their significance—that is, whether they were 
used to manipulate middle-class expectations (Praetzellis and Praetzellis 2001) or if they 
served different purposes. With this information I will attempt to identify the larger social 
significance of objects in the brothel collection. 
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Methods 
Analysis of Assemblages of Practice 
While data collected to date for type, number, and description of the artifacts 
recovered from the privy at 27/29 Endicott Street are very detailed, I examined the 
reassembled “assemblages of practice” of items used together in the experiences of 
everyday life in a brothel. Drawing on Mary Beaudry’s methodological framework for 
studying objects in reference to how they are habitually used together to create or recreate 
meaning and to accomplish everyday “projects” and practices (Beaudry 2013: 187), as 
well as forthcoming literature on definitions of assemblages of practice (Antczak and 
Beaudry n.d.), I classify artifacts into appropriate reassemblages of practice (e.g., dining, 
entertainment, personal hygiene, etc.), and examine them in relation to contemporary 
literature and considerations of types of space along a public-private spectrum. 
Understanding that most of the goods used and consumed at the brothel would have 
figured in the brothel’s economic purpose as a place of entertainment and the 
procurement of sex, I analyze these sub-assemblages to interpret the activities of dining, 
drinking, self-care, and other forms of use at the Endicott Street brothel and use them to 
understand how these contributed to the experienced, sensory space of the brothel.  
 
Household Archaeology 
I employ a household archaeology methodological framework for the analysis of 
the 27/29 Endicott Street privy assemblage. Because of the issues plaguing traditional 
approaches to the archaeology of prostitution, I propose that traditional analysis of 
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brothel households in reference to private, familial households should be readdressed. In 
their most basic definitions, households can be considered as “task-oriented” residential 
units (Santley and Hirth 1993:22); household archaeology has been developed through 
the archaeological understanding of kin-based households, however, which do not fit 
within the examination of a brothel context. Corporate boardinghouses, such as those of 
the Lowell Boott Mills examined by Beaudry and Mrozowski (1989), may provide a 
closer correlate to brothel households; brothels, however, lack the presence of a larger 
corporate entity and the presence of brothel clients within the space are problematic when 
considered within the framework of a corporate household.  
A material examination of brothel households regarding the use, display, and 
consumption of various goods (e.g., tablewares, decorative wares, lighting, etc.) and the 
individuals interacting within that household through items related to personal adornment 
and presentation of self (e.g., cosmetics, clothing fasteners, medicines, etc.), can provide 
evidence for the interpretation of the brothel’s success as a place of business, a residence, 
and a world of fantasy and inverted domesticity. By understanding the types of meals 
represented in the archaeological record, we can approach an understanding of the 
sensory experience of dining in the brothel, as well as how the users and patrons were 
socializing with each other. Similarly, understanding the contents of unmarked medicine 
bottles or the scents of perfumes can contribute information as to whether each resident 
subscribed to a particular health regimen or personalized perfume scent, or whether there 
is a house regimen that is handed down by someone such as the madam.  
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Dissertation Overview 
In chapters two and three I scaffold my analysis within the exploration of theory 
and the development of analyses of prostitution within historical archaeology. Chapter 
two explores the theoretical framework of sensory archaeology and follows its growth out 
of theories of sexuality, embodiment, and phenomenology. I also use this chapter to 
introduced the methodological framework of “sub-assemblages” and how it can be used 
to apply sensory archaeology as a middle-range theoretical approach. In chapter three I 
discuss the work that has already been done within the archaeology of prostitution. I 
examine historical archaeological material, as well as studies of prostitution in the ancient 
world.  
Chapters four and five present background about the 27/29 Endicott Street lot, the 
cultural landscape of Boston’s nineteenth-century North End Neighborhood, and the data 
recovered from the privy vault. Chapter four specifically recounts the archaeological 
excavation of the Mill Pond and the discovery and subsequent excavation of the material 
from the privy feature. The chapter also explores how the collection became orphaned 
from the rest of the Mill Pond excavation. Here I also situate the site within Boston’s 
urban development over the first half of the nineteenth century. Chapter five provides a 
comprehensive examination of all of the materials recovered from the privy feature by 
material with particular focus on quantities and percentages of different artifact types.   
 Chapter six explores the reform fervor in nineteenth-century Boston and the 
strategies employed by brothel madams to avoid arrest or police raids. In this chapter I 
argue that the types of materials related to décor and dining in the brothel privy reflects 
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the creation of a fantasy of comfortable domesticity while also exuding a façade of 
respectability that allowed it to continue unharassed. The decisions made by Mary 
Adams, the first madam at 27/29 Endicott Street, about her brothel’s location, 
appearance, and the supplementary services available arose from her need to traverse the 
fluctuating social permissibility of sex work in the mid-nineteenth century. Ultimately, I 
argue that Adams’ brothel was established as a comfortable haven for middle-class 
businessmen.  
 Chapter seven discusses the embodied experience of the women engaged in sex 
work at the 27/29 Endicott Street brothel. Using the life of the longest serving madam, 
Louisa Cowen, as an interpretive lens, I argue that the numerous artifacts related to 
health, hygiene, dining, and other products used on or incorporated into the body were 
not so much an indication of greater freedom, but rather a different type of embodied 
economic control. The bodies of the sex workers employed at 27/29 Endicott Street were 
as much an element of the brothel economy as the brothel interior and auxiliary offerings. 
Although we generally consider health and hygiene, or bodily experience in general, to 
be intimate and private, the intimate and private lives of women engaged in sex work 
could be manipulated into part of the public performance of the brothel. The strict and 
invasive control by external actors, such as madams and clients, would have called into 
question the full autonomy of a prostitute over her own private and intimate health.  
Chapter eight relates the evidence for the closing of the brothel and the filling of 
the privy. An examination of the depositional processes as well as the financial records of 
William Padelford (the husband of the final madam, Mary Lake’s), allowed me to 
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propose that the privy had been filled following their move from the property which 
might have been precipitated by financial difficulty. By examining the depositional 
process of the Endicott Street privy, I argue that it represents a single-episode discard. 
Large assemblages of artifacts recovered from privies represent an extreme on the 
depositional continuum known as “clearance.” In clearance deposits a wide variety of 
intact material types would have been discarded at once. I propose that Mary 
Lake/Padeford’s financial security (despite conventional nineteenth-century 
expectations,of what gives a woman a stable home), becomes greatly reduced following 
her marriage to William Padelford and the subsequent closing of the Endicott Street 
brothel. 
In chapter nine, I conclude by arguing that while the Endicott Street privy 
represents material attempts by the madams to perform respectability and avoid 
prosecution by Boston authorities, its entire economy (including the young women 
working there) was predicated on providing a standard and uniform fantasy environment 
for the brothel’s customers. In reviewing my initial research questions, I determined that 
multi-sensory analysis of material from the privy provides a sense of the user’s embodied 
relationship to the brothel space and, despite our inability to isolate discreet periods of 
use over time, it is possible to identify the financial situations that lead to the closing of 
the privy. I propose that the understanding of daily practices within the brothel space can 
contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of lived experiences of nineteenth-
century sex workers that was under-reported in the historical record. 	
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Chapter 2 
 Theory and Methods 
 
 The field of archaeology is, by its very nature, a highly sensory field. Between the 
tactile relationship we have with artifacts and sediments, the visual analysis we conduct 
throughout field and lab work, and the occasional recourse to smell and taste—although 
the latter has been heavily discouraged in the most recent decades of field school training 
(for more discussion of the senses in archaeological practice, see Van Buren 1963). 
Archaeological analysis focused on sensory experiences does not necessarily require the 
creation of a new sub-discipline of archaeology. Rather, archaeologists can fold sensorial 
analysis into their observations and interpretations in order to enrich them. Issues arise, 
however, when attempting to practice an archaeology of the senses. As Houston and 
Taube (2000: 261) point out, sensory stimulation does not produce a collectable residue 
leaving archaeologists to seek alternative threads of evidence for discussing sensory 
experience. In what follows I explore the theoretical underpinnings for conducting an 
archaeology of the senses as well as how this approach might be applied 
methodologically to the brothel at 27/29 Endicott Street.  
 
What is Sensory Archaeology? 
 Archaeology of the senses involves the analysis and interpretation of sensory 
experience in the past through the study of archaeologically recovered material culture. 
Although the meanings and significance of different sensory experiences have changed 
over time, constants in physical attributes remain the same. Understanding that the 
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sensory experiences of past people are unlikely to be completely identical to ours today, 
archaeologists can still draw sensory conclusions about archaeological objects.  
As Hamilakis argues, sensory experience is universal and cross-cultural; 
definitions and understandings of interactions with sensory modalities are contextual and 
culturally specific (Hamilakis 2013a: 10). For example, he notes that even when removed 
from the cultural meaning behind sensory experience, a soft vessel versus a rough vessel 
will have different sensorial effects. The contents of that vessel, whether food, drink, or 
other substances, also would have produced a distinctive sensorial effect (2013a: 6). 
Rather than try and “represent” the past, explorations of sensoriality are concerned with 
the interweaving of materials, bodies, things, and substances in motion and in relation to 
their affective power (Hamilakis 2013a: 13). While meaning may have been lost, the 
physical difference, and the sensory experience of the different textures, is transferrable 
through time.  
 Through sensory archaeology, scholars have become interested in an archaeology 
of memory. As Jo Day argues, material remains provide not only tangible but emotional 
links to the past (Day 2013:14). While she concedes that, in many regards all archaeology 
is about memory she proposes that there is never one “true” memory (even within a 
single individual), but instead memory operates on multiple levels simultaneously. 
Archaeology of the senses and archaeology of memory are naturally paired because of 
the mnemonic charging of sensory experience.  
As Gosden suggests, we live in a socially and culturally created sensorium that 
requires subtle interactions between people and things to allow us to understand sensory 
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experiences (Gosden 2010: 165). Our sensory interaction with the world is not purely 
physiological, but something that requires constant, active engagement—even if that 
engagement is done unconsciously (Gosden 2010:163). The act of “making sense” is an 
active cultural process and the sensory nature of objects lies in their ability to drive 
sensory responses.  
By studying the sensory nature of aesthetic artifacts, Gosden suggests that 
archaeologists have the potential to identify markers such as which sensory responses or 
combinations of sensory responses were socially important to a particular group of people 
(Gosden 2010: 165). For example, the use of certain materials, forms, or decorative 
techniques may suggest that greater cultural emphasis is placed on particular sensory 
experiences. If an object’s sensory information is best transmitted through intimate 
contact (i.e., touch, taste, or smell), then Gosden proposes that this might indicate that the 
object exercised its effects in and on small groups instead of sensory information that 
might be transmitted from a greater distance (i.e., sight and sound). This theory proves 
problematic when discussing heavily traded or mass-produced goods. For example, items 
advertised and distributed during the heavy industrialization beginning in the nineteenth 
century might have been designed for “intimate” or small-scale use, but through public 
display in shops and during social gatherings, might have communicated social 
expectations more broadly. Gosden’s theory does posit a distinction between objects with 
intimate sensory effects (those that can only be experienced by a small number of people 
at once) and those with a larger social impact. The difference, however, may not relate to 
the type of sensory information transmitted by the object, but instead to the sensory 
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information that is transmitted within the spectrum of contact with the object.   
 
Where did the idea come from?   
Study of the senses, even as applied to archaeology, is hardly new. Early 
approaches to the study of the senses archaeologically were predominantly the purview of 
archaeologists using theories of phenomenology. While traditionally employed to 
theoretically explore larger landmarks and culturally important landscapes, 
phenomenology is, in its simplest definition, the recreation of space and how users might 
have engaged with that space through emotional and sensual experience. At its core, 
phenomenology is a set of theoretical approaches that attempt to understand the way in 
which people experience the world they inhabit. Theories of phenomenology developed 
out of the early twentieth-century philosophies of Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Martin 
Heidegger regarding perception and being-in-the-world. Influentially, Heidegger argued 
that knowing is grounded not just in the perception of an entity, but in the understanding 
of the world in which it is concerned (Heidegger 1964: 88). He proposed that “being in 
space” must be conceived in terms of the kind of being that an entity possesses and that 
the “being” of an entity relates to its proximity to the observer (Heidegger 1964: 140). 
For Heidegger, however, the knowledge of an entity and its relationship to the world was 
innate and knowable. Archaeologists have adopted this framework as a way to explore 
memory, practice, and human activities that become inscribed over time. 
The earliest studies in archaeological phenomenology constituted innovative 
approaches to landscape archaeology. The concern that static, uncritical recording of sites 
		
21 
without reference to the surrounding environment developed into an experienced-based 
material study of the Heideggerian “body-in-the-world,” or the relationship between the 
tangibility of space and the emotional, mnemonic, and sensual ties that individuals attach 
to that tangibility and the belief that that tangibility can be explored by archaeologists 
because of the materiality inherent in this inscription (Tilley 1994: 14). In moving past 
simple ideas about land use and the verification or legitimization of origin myths, 
archaeologists argued that phenomenology should concern itself with Pierre Bourdieu’s 
idea of habitus, or experiences and processes carried out repeatedly over time.  
Despite the recognition of the importance of bringing a wider understanding of 
bodily experience to interpretation in archaeology, early on researchers recognized that 
the individual’s experience of the world was highly specialized and variable. Most 
hindering to a comprehensive phenomenological approach to archaeology is the fact that 
any given individual’s experience of the world will never be identical to that of others 
and is entirely dependent on the lived experience of the individual. Experience is not 
static and transforms throughout different life-stages and lived experiences (Bender 1998: 
25). Even at a given moment, personal experiences of landscapes and space may be 
contradictory and conflicted, further complicating a phenomenological reading. As 
Barbara Bender argues in her study of Stonehenge, there is never a landscape, but always 
as many landscapes as individuals experiencing it (Bender 1998: 25).  
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Critiques of phenomenology & defense of archaeology of the senses 
 Questions arise as to whether archaeologists can ever actually place themselves 
into the lived experience of the individual through an analysis of the tangible space. 
Michael Given, an early critic of Tilley’s lack of contextual information in his analysis, 
proposed that a key problem lay with the underlying assumption that prehistoric and 
modern viewers of a landscape shared the same cultural attitudes and perceptions as we 
do in the present (Given 2004: 18). Still, Given posited that personal choices and 
previous experiences affect which places become or remain meaningful. Through 
constant movement, work, and living within spaces, people’s notions of the meanings of 
spaces constantly change and develop. Given argued that these changes are occasionally 
manifested through ephemeral features related to hearing, smelling, touching, and seeing 
(or experiences often not possible to reconstruct from the archaeological record).  
 In trying to negotiate between interpreted phenomenological experience and 
actual lived experiences of individuals, new phenomenologists return to Heidegger to 
argue that phenomenology explores the relationships of material “things” to their 
physical substance as much as their symbolic meaning (Thomas 2015: 1288). The 
strength of phenomenology, they argue, is that it is highly critical of a Cartesian mind-
body dichotomy. The key failures in the original phenomenological archaeology were 
two-fold. Most significantly, analysis was predominantly concerned with access to 
resources within the environment by human subjects. Additionally, some 
phenomenologists drafted arguments suggesting that the relationship that humans in the 
past had with the world in which they were integrated can never be understood by 
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archaeologists. The new researchers turned phenomenological studies away from purely 
landscape or space-based studies and engaged in phenomenological discussions of 
materials and materiality. Here, the most significant contribution made by 
phenomenology is the language with which to critique the anthropocentrism and human 
exceptionalism inherent in more traditional archaeological approaches (Thomas 2015: 
1288). An archaeology of the senses may provide a middle ground between archaeology 
of the body and embodiment of self and the phenomenological perspective of the “body-
in-the-world” because it does not privilege sensory interactions related to vision and sight 
at the expense of other senses (Hamilakis 2002: 100; Day 2013: 4).  
 
Theories of embodiment and sexuality 
 Embodiment, as understood by archaeologists and sexual theorists, addresses 
questions of bodily experience and identity. While embodiment theories focus on the 
lived experiences of the individual body, the way that this explored can prove 
problematic. As discussed by Thomas Csordas, two key assumptions about the body must 
be addressed within the discussion of embodiment: the relationship between embodiment 
and the biological body and the identification of phenomenological experience of the 
body (Csordas 1994: 269). Historically there has been a complicated relationship between 
biology and culture in sexuality research. Because sexual activities encompass behaviors 
unrelated to reproduction, sexual theory may be more appropriately defined as an 
exploration of pleasure, power, and social engagement alongside aspects of reproduction 
(Voss 2008: 320). Scholars of sexual theory have grappled with how this can be 
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reconciled within body of the past, but the lived experience of an individual within the 
social milieu, and the conscious and unconscious decisions made by the individual over 
time, may be the most useful in an archaeological discussion of embodiment.  
At their core, discussions of embodiment theories in archaeology are a direct 
outgrowth of feminist theory and explorations of sexuality in archaeology. Despite 
challenges faced by archaeologists in reading sexuality from archaeological evidence, the 
commitment of feminist archaeology to challenging androcentric bias has offered an 
opportunity to explore oftentimes radical archaeological questions such as those related 
to race, gender, sexual identity or orientation, and colonialism (Geller 2009: 73). The 
application of feminist theory has allowed archaeologists over the past two decades to 
develop methods of examining sexuality through the material record by challenging 
traditional binary and heteronormative understandings of sexuality (Conkey and Gero 
1997; Csordas 1994: 2; Voss 2000; Voss and Schmidt 2000: 1). Because of these recent 
foci, archaeologists now recognize that gender, sexuality, the body, and personhood are 
intertwined in archaeological interpretations (Voss 2008). While sexuality appears 
ephemeral and intangible at the outset, the material nature of embodiment makes 
sexuality one of the more substantial and physical realms of social life (Voss 2012: 23). 
Archaeologists have recognized the need for a shift in thinking about how sexuality is 
represented in the material record.  
Queer theory has provided additional assistance in challenging heteronormativity 
in archaeological interpretations. Not purely interested in observing sexual orientation or 
identity in the archaeological record, queering identity studies rely on the understanding 
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of “social positionality,” or rather the composite identities that are possessed by a single 
individual (Blackmoore 2011: 77). Chelsea Blackmoore argues that the use of queer 
theories may not even necessitate an examination of either gender or sexuality. She 
suggests that queer theory has the potential to disrupt all normative archaeological 
practice, not just those related to sex, sexuality, and gender (Blackmoore 2011: 79). 
Recent engagement with queer theory has resulted in an intertwining of gender, sexuality, 
the body, and personhood in archaeological interpretations (Joyce 2005). 
In order to explore sexuality in the past, archaeologists have needed to challenge 
assumptions about modern, heteronormative, monogamous experience. When sex is 
mentioned in archaeology, it is often in reference to monogamous, heterosexual 
reproduction rather than sexuality or sexual politics (Voss 2008: 318). Despite the 
material nature of sexual identity, the most challenging archaeological subject is that of 
transgressive and intangible sexualities. Martin Hall calls for us to address problems with 
the archaeology of sexuality; he proposes focusing greater attention on representations of 
the transgressive and the intangible rather than assuming heterosexual normativity in the 
archaeological record (Hall 2012: 339). The methods necessary for this solution, 
however, are not direct. For example, Shannon Dawdy and Richard Weyhing challenge 
the assumption that faience rouge jars recovered from the site of the Rising Sun Hotel in 
New Orleans are necessarily representative of female prostitution (what Hall would 
classify as transgressive sexuality) because of our contemporary association of cosmetics 
with ideas of femininity. Instead, they suggest that our current conceptions of masculinity 
and femininity might cloud our interpretations of seemingly sexualized items. Dawdy and 
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Weyhing argue that the faience rouge jars could instead be offering commentary on 
masculinity and maleness among “dandies,” a male subculture valuing attention to dress 
and careful grooming to cultivate a post-Revolutionary aesthetic of male beauty (Dawdy 
and Weyhing 2008: 387).  
 Early examinations of embodiment relied on visual markers of identity and 
community belonging. Many theorists disagreed as to the degree of consciousness 
involved in ornamentation and social signaling through visual markers (Joyce 2005: 143), 
however. The danger of over-relying on the notion of “social skin” or the inscribed body 
as a scene of display is that, as Lynn Meskell warns, archaeologists risk leaving bodies 
uninhabited and without materiality. Instead, the body must be viewed as a social being, 
representing the articulation of agency and structure, causality and meaning, rationality 
and imagination, as well as physical determinations and symbolic resonances (Meskell 
2000: 18). The individual’s construction of identity is tied to his or her experience of the 
social world (Fisher and Loren 2003: 227). 
 Indeed, the assumption that embodiment must privilege exterior, often visual 
markers ignores the interiority of identity or how an embodied identity can be expressed 
through an engagement with a sensorial world. For example, in her study of medieval 
monastic women, Roberta Gilchrist argued that nuns experienced their bodies as a 
collective, interior sexuality, joining their suffering and denigration with the suffering of 
their “spiritual bridegroom” and associating the restricted sightlines of the abbey with 
their interior sexual experience (Gilchrist 2000: 97). This control of access to various 
religious spaces, when combined with historical knowledge about a shared experience of 
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bodily mortification and abstinence from physical sexual encounters, provides a more 
nuanced understanding of embodied experience than physical or visual markers alone.  
 Drawing on Judith Butler’s arguments about gender performativity, 
archaeologists have largely moved away from a perspective on embodiment that assumes 
binary, uncontestable genders and evaluates how gender is expressed or understood 
socially. In addressing archaeology of gender through bodies and performativity, 
archaeologists often enlist phenomenological ideas. As Irene Fuglestvedt notes, however, 
traits of phenomenological theory are not instantly transferable to sex and gender. She 
proposes using Simone de Beauvoir’s concept of “sexe,” or sexuality outside of the 
traditional constraint of gender, as an attempt to address the phenomenology of the body 
and concepts related to traditional thoughts about sexuality (Fuglesvedt 2014: 49). She 
proposes that sexe does not split the body as a biological entity from the emotional, 
psychological person. Sexe instead unites the embodied person and allows for a less 
ambiguous discussion of sexuality, lived experience, and embodiment. 
While earlier studies in phenomenology, such as those conducted by Tilley, were 
quickly criticized for vision-centric interpretation of landscapes and for assuming that a 
modern archaeologist can have the same response to the landscape as a Neolithic 
observer, archaeologists have continued to question the ways in which the material record 
can reflect the embodied sensory experience of people in the past. In phenomenological 
understandings of embodiment, archaeologists see performance as suggested in Pierre 
Bourdieu’s theories of habitus. Habitus describes an internalized set of structures that 
influence an individual’s understanding of and reaction to the world. These structures 
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generate practices, perceptions, and attributes that may not be consciously applied or 
critically examined by the individual under their influence (Throop 2002: 186). The 
collection of internal structures governing response to an individual’s environment, what 
Bourdieu calls a “conductorless orchestration” (1990: 59), serves to give systematicity, 
coherence, and consistency to individual practice (Throop 2002: 187). An individual’s 
habits and active decisions appear to contradict the traditional, Cartesian, mind/body 
dichotomy, but still reveal how relations of power are reproduced (Lesure 2005: 241).  
 Reproductions of power and individual habitus structures end up being directly 
affected by material culture in the surrounding environment. As Richard Lesure argues, 
material culture is no longer a “residue” in the archaeological record—things that people 
in the past left behind—but is instead of direct theoretical importance and an active 
contributor to the “constitution of subjectivities” (2005: 241). Subjectivities shape 
peoples’ embodied experience by providing points of reference that are both “discursive 
and affective” (Lesure 2005: 238). Lesure is highly critical, however, of applying theories 
of embodiment and habitus to material culture analyses that are non-reflective and 
excessively generic. In combatting this issue of studying material culture within theories 
of embodiment and sexuality, Suzanne Spencer-Wood argues that material culture must 
be seen as active within the construction and negotiation of gender and how it intersects 
within other social frameworks (Spencer-Wood 2011: 19). This “active-ness” involves 
the constant shaping of behavior in ways that are contextually significant and do not 
require static or “fixed” meanings. Only by continuous reevaluation of contextual 
meaning can material culture studies be useful to the development of theories of 
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embodied experience.  
Evaluations of contextuality of embodiment in material culture studies have 
recently begun to develop alongside investigations of sensory experience in archaeology. 
For example, in Beaudry’s (2013) study of the dining-related wares in the Spencer-
Pierce-Little farm collection, she provides a link between habitus of dining practices and 
the multi-sensoriality of eating and drinking. By exploring different lines of evidence 
surrounding the material practices of dining and qualitative differences among types of 
meals, Beaudry argues that historical archaeologists should make use of all evidence in 
order to talk about food and mealtimes in ways that can address issues of meaning, 
emotion, memory, and value (Beaudry 2013: 185). This approach can be extrapolated out 
to discuss how different sensorial interpretations can be made about the materials that we 
excavate and how those experiences relate to broader cultural themes.  
 
Limitations of the five-sense schema 
 Theorists of sensory experience caution against limiting analysis to the five 
Aristotelian senses of sight, sound, taste, touch, and hearing. Aristotle developed this 
sensory schema in order to correlate human sensory experience with what he perceived of 
as the five elements (earth, water, air, fire, and aether—or the divine substance thought to 
fill the heavens) (Skeates 2010: 8). While sensory perception appears a physical rather 
than cultural act, Constance Classen argues that our senses merely gather data about the 
world around us. Classen suggests that the entire five-sense schema is a cultural 
construction given that some cultures recognize more or fewer senses than five (Classen 
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1993: 1). Even the arrangement and inclusion of sense types within the western 
classification has not always observed the same senses. For example, Plato did not 
distinguish between senses and emotions, leaving off taste in his schema and adding the 
sensations of pleasure, discomfort, desire, and fear. Likewise, Philo, the first-century 
interpreter of the Old Testament, observed seven senses in order to correspond them to 
his allegorical purposes. That which counts as a “sense” has not always been a static 
concept.  
 It is true that senses are not entirely culturally determined. Sense organs, such as 
the eyes, ears, nose, mouth, and skin respond physiologically to external stimuli, and that 
information is then transferred to the brain. The interpretation of the physiological 
response, however, what we mean when we talk philosophically about a sensory schema 
is culturally determinate. As Gosden suggests, we live in a socially and culturally created 
sensorium that requires subtle interactions between people and things to allow us to 
understand sensory experiences (Gosden 2010: 165). Cultural agreement on what 
different senses are and what they mean imbue these senses with cultural values that 
ensure members will perceive the world correctly. Classen argues that when sensory 
schemas are used to express cosmic order, cosmologies transcend written and spoken 
doctrine and are lived through one’s own body (Classen 1993: 137). Our sensory 
interaction with the world is not purely physiological, but something that requires 
constant, active engagement—even if that engagement is done unconsciously (Gosden 
2010:163). The act of “making sense” is an active cultural process and the sensory nature 
of objects lies in their ability to drive sensory responses 
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Even when examined biologically, some of the body’s physiological responses to 
sensory information are less clear-cut than might have been previously thought.  For 
example, the sense of touch has been broken down into a multitude of specialized senses 
including kinesthesia (or sense of movement), babies have been discovered to orient 
themselves by sonar like bats, and evidence of rudimentary magnetic sense has been 
found in humans (Classen 1993:137). In fact, anthropological research understands that 
there are countless “non-traditional” senses outside of the western five-sense schema. 
Ignoring these differing understandings of sensory experience continues to be an artifact 
of European racism, dominance, and othering. Sense rankings which associated so-called 
proximate senses of smell, taste, and touch as “pre-modern” or “primitive” masked the 
ways in which non-visual senses proved central to the definition of modernity in a 
number of societies, especially in the vision-centrism of Europe and North America of 
the enlightenment and beyond (Smith 2007: 2). As Gosden argues, we as archaeologists 
must understand the sensorium in which we live and how it might influence the ways in 
which we approach archaeological material (Gosden 2010: 166).  
 Many sensory historians recognize the difficulty of extracting themselves from 
their own cultural milieu in which their understanding of the sensory information and 
experience has been developed. Scholars like Hamilakis recognize that understanding the 
meaning behind sensory experience in the past is impossible because an external viewer 
is too far removed from the cultural context of the subjects being studied (Hamilakis 
2013a: 13). For Smith, however, the prognosis is not quite as bleak. He argues that 
understanding of senses in the past involves conceiving their study as a habit, or a 
		
32 
constant vigilance to the “full sensory texture of the past and what the senses tell us about 
historical experience” (Smith 2007: 5). This approach suggests that actively noting the 
occurrence of sensory information in the past will lead to an automatic or organic 
recognition of sensory experience in the historical or archaeological record. Despite this 
confidence, how might this habit be formed within a formal, methodological framework?    
An emphasis on multi-sensoriality and sensory experiences beyond the 
Aristotelian five-sense schema does not suggest that the tradition of visual analysis in 
archaeology should be abandoned. On the contrary, multi-sensory archaeology calls 
attention to the necessity of balance between archaeological practice and scientifically 
substantiated data with a reconstructed and re-embodied human past (Day 2013:6). 
Archaeologists, however must be aware of the great responsibility inherent in presenting 
new ideas about the past. In many representations, imagined or fictional narratives that 
project our own sensory values have the potential for being misconstrued as definitive 
interpretations (Day 2013: 19). At the same time, Day argues that archaeologists must be 
aware of “whose memories they are presenting” (Day 2013: 14).  
Theories of embodiment and sensory archaeology are well suited to the framing 
of an archaeology of sex work. As I will demonstrate in subsequent chapters, the brothel 
as an entity occupied an unusual space in nineteenth-century society, intersecting 
domestic and commercial, illicit and sanctioned, and feminine and masculine domains. A 
useful starting point for framing a discussion of embodiment and sensory experience is 
through the methodological framework for household archaeology. Because of the issues 
plaguing traditional approaches to the archaeology of prostitution that aimed to compare 
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brothels to private, familial households it is important to emphasize that I do not consider 
these two spaces to be analogous. Some distinguishing characteristics of households are 
applicable to brothel spaces that do not apply to a brothel’s less-clandestine 
contemporaries (such as groceries, or other places of business that do not also serve as 
residences). Understanding the historical context of the way sub-assemblages of artifacts 
were used, such as artifacts for dining or personal adornment provide a methodological 
framework from which to explore the sensory nature of a brothel space.  
 
Methods for applying sensory archaeology to the 27/29 Endicott Street brothel 
assemblage  
At their most basic, households are defined as “task-oriented” residential units 
(Santley and Hirth 1993:22). Many of the methods of household archaeology, however, 
have been shaped by the archaeological understanding of kin-based households (Barile 
and Brandon 2004; Bowser and Patton 2004; Carballo 2011; Gillespie 2000; Gonzaléz-
Ruibal 2005; Netting et al. 1984). The organization of brothel households, on the other 
hand, may be more closely related to corporate boardinghouses, such as those associated 
with the Lowell Boott Mills, as examined by Beaudry and Mrozowski (1989). Because 
one can draw parallels between the organization of brothel households and corporate 
households by considering the madam as manager and the prostitutes as laborers, the 
framework adopted by Beaudry and Mrozowski in examining corporate boardinghouses 
may be useful in analyzing the artifacts from the 27/29 Endicott Street privy.  
Unlike Lowell’s corporate boardinghouses, however, brothels do not exist under 
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the purview of a larger corporate entity. In addition, the clients are difficult-to-define 
users of the space when considered within the framework of a corporate household as 
they have commercial influence through their purchase of sex and other services, but do 
not directly influence the day-to-day running of the brothel. A material examination of 
brothel households regarding the use, display, and consumption of various goods (e.g., 
tablewares, decorative wares, lighting, etc.) and the individuals interacting within that 
household through items related to personal adornment and presentation of self (e.g., 
cosmetics, clothing fasteners, medicines, etc.), can provide evidence for the interpretation 
of the brothel’s success as a place of business, a residence, and a world of fantasy and 
inverted domesticity.  
The archaeological collection from the 27/29 Endicott Street privy is a rich and 
unique collection in many ways, although some circumstances surrounding its curation 
after excavation complicate analysis. Shortly after excavation, the privy collection was 
“orphaned” and separated from the rest of the artifacts associated with the Mill Pond site 
(BOS-HA-14). 1Though the Endicott Street collection is accompanied by multiple 
catalogs, each containing basic information on artifact context, different types of 
descriptive information appear in each catalog, such as rudimentary dating, decorative 
qualities, basic faunal identification, and pre-cross mending attempts at vessel 
description.  
																																																								1	The BOS-HA-14 collections were housed in the Massachusetts Historical Commission, however 
because the privy material post-dated in conditions in the permit’s Memorandum of Agreement 
that limited the collection of archaeological materials to that which post-dated 1840, the 
Massachusetts Historical Commission would not accept the privy material. 	
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Orphaned collections are often lamented as a failure in the archaeological process, 
useless for meaningful research, or evidence of a lapse in the ethical code of 
archaeologists that demands we process and analyze every excavated collection before 
moving on to a new project (Voss 2012:148). While these concerns are not without merit, 
the tendency of archaeological depositories to relegate orphaned collections to the 
backburner of research priorities does not address the problem and ignores the research 
potential of such collections (King 2014). Though excavation is often treated as the main 
generator of archaeological knowledge (Hodder 2003: 58; Nilsson 2011), many 
archaeologists (e.g., Beaudry 2006; Beaudry and George 1987; King 2014; Marino 2004; 
Voss 2012b: 146) have found that that reexamination of collections and artifacts, and a 
reevaluation of curation procedures such as accessioning, cataloging, rehousing, 
contextualizing, and conserving understudied archaeological collections, are generative 
research processes in themselves 
My first task in analyzing this collection was to construct a comprehensive 
database coalescing the three catalogs that had been created for the collection since 1993. 
My updated and consolidated database contains information pertaining to vessel form, 
date of manufacture (when possible), archival information, and full description.  Each 
artifact within the collection was already mended and processed, and I was therefore able 
to devote my time to compiling analytical information regarding date of manufacture and 
contextual use. This sort of intimacy with a collection is often a luxury when processing 
archaeological materials in a rapid timeframe.  
While data collected to date for type, number, and description of the artifacts 
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recovered from the privy at 27/29 Endicott Street are very detailed, I propose that the 
analysis of “assemblages of practice” consisting of items used together to carry out 
practices of everyday life in a brothel provides greater utility in interpretation. A 
methodological framework for studying objects in reference to how they are habitually 
used together to create or recreate meaning and to accomplish everyday “projects” and 
practices not only provides a practical examination of object “use-life,” but also 
contributes a possible way of exploring the synesthesia of sensory experience (Beaudry 
2013: 187). This idea of assemblages of practice derives from archaeological 
conversations concerning relations between humans and things over time.  
 In a dialogue concerning the idea of symmetry in the relation between humans 
and things Ian Hodder and Gavin Lucas establish their conversation within the broader 
topic of anthropocentrism, alongside agency, animacy, and assemblage (Hodder and 
Lucas 2017: 121). They express concern that new approaches to actor-network theory, 
which reworks the concepts of symmetry of relations, may create a danger of conflating 
two different senses: the attitude or stance to the ways of understanding the world and the 
ontological flattening which stresses the continuities between beings or things (Hodder 
and Lucas 2017: 122). Where actor-network and relational theories see networks of 
relations, however, entanglement theories see dependencies. In the entanglement 
perspective, there is a productive dependence, or reliance, between humans and things, 
things and other things, or humans and other humans. There is also an asymmetric 
dependency, however, in that the existence of one human or thing is constrained or 
limited by another (Hodder and Lucas 2017: 122). In his response to Hodder and Lucas, 
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Steven Mrozowski pushes back on their overarching discussion of symmetry as 
oppositional, arguing that space comprises a multiplicity of assemblages rather than a 
series of oppositions such as elite/non-elite, rich/poor, man/woman, etc. Perhaps, he 
suggests, it is better to conceive of the symmetries and asymmetries that characterize 
relations as a continuum rather than as oppositions (Mrozowski 2017: 141).	
 In a forthcoming publication, Konrad Antzcak and Mary Beaudry address the 
types and scales of entanglements between things. In defining assemblages, they suggest 
that assemblages are not just groups of disparate pieces but are instead dynamic 
gatherings of corresponding entities entangled through human practice. Assemblages are 
defined by the events and practices of everyday life.  Antzcak and Beaudry argue that, 
while archaeologically material can be viewed as a constituent of past practice, a thing 
cannot be a proxy of practice alone and outside of its entanglements with humans and 
other, non-human things. Assemblages of practice are composed of “meshes” where the 
majority of relations between things are based on correspondence. Correspondence is, 
therefore, central to assemblages of practice as it constitutes the 'dynamic in-between-
ness of sympathetic relations' rather than the 'static between-ness of articulation'. Antzcak 
and Beaudry suggest that part of reassembling assemblages of practice involves the 
reassembling—where possible—of emotion and sensorial perception. They recognize the 
danger in this, however, of ahistorically reading contemporary emotions onto the past and 
misunderstanding the historical context of emotions. Additionally, they recognize that, no 
matter the evidentiary detail, reassembled assemblages of practice are never final and are 
inevitably fragmentary and open-ended. Nor are they ever complete reproductions of 
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human-thing entanglements in the past, but instead speculative and abductive 
archaeological interpretations. 
By classifying artifacts into appropriate reassemblages of practice (e.g., dining, 
entertainment, personal hygiene, etc.), the artifacts can be examined in relation to 
contemporary literature and considerations of types of space along a public-private 
spectrum. Understanding that most of the goods used and consumed at the brothel would 
have figured in the brothel’s economic purpose as a place of entertainment and the 
procurement of sex, the sub-assemblages frame my interpretation of the types of 
activities related to dining, drinking, and other forms of consumption at the Endicott 
Street brothel, allowing me to comprehend how these contributed to the experienced, 
sensory space of the brothel.  
In terms of examining theories of an archaeology of the senses through methods 
of analysis of assemblages of practice, Hamilakis further argues that assemblage studies 
necessarily require the incorporation of sensoriality. He notes that multiplicity and 
heterogeneity are the key features of assemblages that are expressed, theoretically, in 
three further features: the affective/sensorial, the mnemonic/temporal, and the political 
(Hamilakis 2017: 172). He describes affectivity and sensoriality as “the affective 
condition of life, as the embodied and affective action that energizes the whole 
experiential field” (Hamilakis 2017: 173). Because of the constant arrangements and 
assembly of multiple, diverse elements, time is a “co-existence” rather than linear 
succession; in other words, all pasts co-exist with and are contained by the present 
moment (Hamilakis 2017: 174). At the same time, Hamilakis argues that these elements 
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of senses, affects, and mnemonics are, by their nature, political. Because we 
mnemonically select certain instances and forget others, this produces political effects 
that valorize events, ancestors, and situations while forgetting or erasing difficult or 
inconvenient truths (Hamilakis 2017: 175). Therefore, the understanding of assemblages 
of practice, not as structures, but ideas that operate within the above concepts allows a 
critical examination of how assemblages are interpreted.   
 Of the materials recovered, the artifacts associated with embodied acts and 
practices of the women involved in the sex trade at 27/29 Endicott most significantly 
intersect with an archaeology of the senses. Drawing on practice theory, it is possible to 
examine how the women who lived and were employed at the Endicott Street brothel 
constructed their identities through everyday practices and their negotiation of a variety 
of social rules and resources (Conkey and Gero 1997; Silliman 2001). Artifacts related to 
the presentation of self, such as those associated with personal hygiene and the 
preparation of the “toilette,” “front-stage” behaviors surrounding personal appearance 
and sexual attraction, and self-care in the areas of pregnancy prevention, child-care, and 
the avoidance or treatment of sexually transmitted diseases, can hold multiple meanings 
and interpretations. Artifacts such as perfumes, cosmetics, vaginal syringes, medicines 
and treatments, and breast shields used during nursing each can be read as socially 
charged markers indicating social expectations of health (or the lack thereof), maternity, 
morality, or domesticity depending on the context in which they were used. Even artifacts 
related to clothing and attire can give us a great deal of information about the relationship 
of an individual’s body to her clothes and how she was projecting herself within the 
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social space.  
As an archaeologist examining brothel space, I cannot cleanly separate material 
into “front-of-house” (or spaces dedicated to erotic performance) and “back-of-house” (or 
preparation and non-work activities). Too little historical information about the ways in 
which brothel spaces were used precludes our understandings of whether certain users 
would have encountered certain objects, let alone whole sub-assemblages, during their 
movement through the brothel environment. Instead, given we know that all items used 
within the brothel contributed to the brothel economy in one sense or another, it is more 
useful to focus on how different sub-assemblages or objects within them might have been 
manipulated for the purpose of customer satisfaction and fantasy creation—a strategy that 
will be explored in greater detail in following chapters. 
The identification of assemblages of practice, however, is complicated by the 
overlap between assemblage categories. Consider for example, that some items related to 
dining practices can also be related to health practices (and in the nineteenth century 
would have been). Therefore, as an object can be used or culturally included in many 
ensembles at the same time, archaeologists must recognize the fluidity of sub-
assemblages. The nine assemblages of practice that I identified for analyzing the 27/29 
Endicott Street collection (dining, drinking, entertainment, personal adornment, hygiene, 
health, childbirth and pregnancy prevention, childhood, and decorative aesthetics) are 
distinct enough to merit individual consideration, even though they overlap and intersect 
in unexpected ways. While these sub-assemblages are significant independently, they 
have potential for increased cultural significance and mnemonic power as the number of 
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intersections increases (figure 2.1).  
For the purpose of this analysis, the dining assemblage of practice includes 
serving vessels, such as platters and tureens, vessels for the consumption of food like 
plates, bowls, and soup plates, utensils for eating and serving, and vessels for the cooking 
and preparation of food, such as beanpots or batter bowls. This assemblage, however, 
easily overlaps with the assemblage for drinking activities, both tea and coffee drinking 
and the consumption of alcohols. Vessels for the drinking of beverages, such as cups and 
saucers, mugs, stemware, and tumblers as well as the containers that hold these 
beverages, such as teapots, decanters, bottles, and flasks are a distinct assemblage of 
practice in their own right as people consume beverages on their own. Nor do they 
Figure	2.1	Interrelatedness	of	identified	assemblages	of	practice	
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HEALTH	
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require formal food rituals, but because they were also used at mealtimes, they cannot be 
fully disentangled.  
Less clear-cut correlations among sub-assemblages also must be taken into 
consideration. For example, the assemblage of practice concerning personal adornment 
includes activities related to dress, jewelry, and make-up. Because of the ritualized nature 
of mid-nineteenth-century dining, those who could afford to were expected to dress for 
dinner, tea, and other formal meals (for just one list of the different daily requirements of 
women’s dress, see Ward 1878: 262). At the same time, the types of clothes, for example 
corsets or high collars, can influence the quantity, speed, and comfort with which you 
consume food and drink. For this reason, personal adornment cannot be easily 
disentangled from practices of dining.  
While the reassembling assemblages of practice is not formulaic and must be 
addressed within the historical context of each site (Beaudry 2013:186), the consideration 
of artifacts within the context of their use is the most comprehensive way that researching 
might begin to apply theories of archaeology of the senses. By drawing together multiple 
threads of historical, artifactual, and theoretical evidence, the practices of nineteenth-
century prostitution can be teased out of the archaeological record.  
 Historical archaeologists are often concerned with the best means for 
incorporating documentary evidence into their archaeological analyses. As James Deetz 
(1988: 363) noted, the prime value of historical archaeology especially comes from the 
ability of archaeologists to discuss people in the past who were either not included in the 
written record or who were included in a minimal or biased way. Documentary analysis, 
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however, should not be over-reliant on a single source (Stone 1988). Instead, all sources 
available to historical archaeologists must be used with discrimination. Early approaches 
towards incorporating documents archaeological analyses suggested it as a means for 
archaeologists to test hypotheses derived from excavated data or for excavated data to 
provide the means for historians to test hypotheses derived from documents (Stone 1988: 
68). However, as Deetz and others argued, using the documentary data as starting point 
and attempting to find reflections of it in the archaeological data is not productive 
(Beaudry 1988; Deetz 1988: 363)  
 In discussing the best methods for critical use of historical documents in 
archaeological analyses, several historical archaeologists suggested that the best means of 
using historical materials in archaeological investigation is by evaluating them 
independently (Beaudry 1988: 47; Leone 1988; Wylie 1993: 14). Wylie argues that the 
strength of individual inferences depends not only on the reliability, robustness, and 
security of the linking principles that underwrite them, but also on the independence of 
these principles from the hypotheses under test and lines of evidence from one another 
(Wylie 1993: 14). Mark Leone suggested that documentary analysis should employ 
something like middle-range theory, approaching disagreements or ambiguities between 
the archaeological record and documentary record by going back and forth between the 
two in order to see or discover in either source what was not apparent before (Leone 
1988: 33). Ian Hodder (1994) further suggests that the definition of social and historical 
context of both documents and materials, the construction of patterned similarities and 
differences between them, and the use of relevant social and material culture theory in 
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their analysis provides the best approach to documentary analysis.  
 Wylie argues, however, that the only effective strategy for stabilizing 
archaeological inference or establishing an empirical ground for testing hypotheses, is to 
play independent lines of evidence off against one another (Wylie 1993: 14). In her 
approach, no individual line of evidence may enjoy foundational security, but, taken 
together, multiple (independent) lines of evidence can impose decisive empirical 
constraints on what we can reasonably accept or entertain as a plausible account of the 
past. Expanding on Wylie’s approach, Robert Paynter suggests that archaeologists look 
for points of similarity or confirmation, arguing that points of disjuncture typically 
suggest problems of sample bias on the part of the material record, a methodological 
stance that contributes to the position by many historians (and historical anthropologists) 
that anything they can learn from objects is already known in the documents (Paynter 
2000: 14). Despite Leone’s belief that documents and objects are not really independent 
lines of evidence, if they are thought of as if they are independent, one can guard against 
unwarranted functionalism (Paynter 2000: 15). 
 In the last fifteen years, archaeologists concerned with documentary analysis have 
begun examining the documentary record in terms of the political implications and 
contexts of the materials in question. Laurie WIlkie suggests that documentary 
archaeologists face two primary challenges in their practice: how to understand the 
relationship between different source materials and how, in practice, to integrate diverse 
sources into meaningful narratives about the past (Wilkie 2006: 33). Archaeologists can 
draw on other disciplines such as history and historical ethnography, but ultimately 
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documentary archaeologists are creating new intellectual and disciplinary spaces in the 
study of the past (Wilkie 2006: 33). Wilkie argues that, while documentary archaeologists 
have commonalities with historians in their use of the documentary record, they differ in 
focus, practice, and gaze. Historians usually see the documentary record as their primary 
means of accessing the past whereas documentary archaeologists see their "archive" as 
including written records, oral traditions, and material culture (Wilkie 2006: 13). Despite 
the influences that the practice of history has on documentary archaeology, the field is 
also distinctive in its approach to historiography. 'historical imagination', which the writer 
draws upon to make meaningful interpretive connections between source materials, is 
essential to historiography. The aim of historical imagination in documentary 
archaeology is to incorporate both an anthropological perspective and attention to 
materiality (Wilkie 2006: 15).  
 Barbara Voss focuses her exploration on documentary analysis on what she terms 
“labor of representation,” or “the physical efforts and strategic decisions involved in 
generating a representation of the world as well as the political projects inherent in 
representational processes” (Voss 2007: 147). Voss identifies four steps for examining 
the labor of representation in the documentary record: 1) examining the broad historical 
and political context in which the representation were produced; 2) researching the 
intimate context of the representations, including the history of their production and their 
physical attributes; 3) tracing the citational practices that link the representation in 
question with other contemporary documents; 4) evaluating the ways in which 
archaeological evidence converges with or diverges from the representation (Voss 2007: 
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147). Voss suggests that by examining the labor of representation involved in a particular 
image or text one can trace the political context surrounding the creation of the work and 
ask what kind of political project the work is trying to accomplish (Voss 2007: 149). 
 Expanding on this treatment of textual resources, Craig Cipolla suggests that by 
citing the inherent bias and incomplete nature of the documentary record, many historical 
archaeologists agree on the need to treat documents as material record. This, he argues, 
“deprivileges” the written word when it is related to artifacts and archaeological materials 
lacking texts (Cipolla 2012: 91). Instead of treating textbearing artifacts differently from 
non-textbearing artifacts, archaeologists should instead seek to reconstruct how these 
different materials were formed by past social relations, echoing Voss’ call to consider 
the political context of document creation (Cipolla 2012: 91). Cipolla argues that the 
tendency of historical texts to "speak" out, can tempt archaeologists away from deeper 
engagements with the linguistic patterns contained within them, however that risks the 
creation of an asymmetrical approach to the documentary record made up of superficial 
readings of historical texts and attempts to glean new types of information from 
archaeological materials lacking texts (Cipolla 2012: 91). 
 In my approach to the documentary analysis necessary for the interpretation of the 
27/29 Endicott privy materials, I found it was necessary to compile multiple different 
lines of documentary evidence to establish the site’s historical context. Civil documents 
required substantial verification with other types of documentary evidence especially 
given the illegality of nineteenth-century prostitution, however, even news articles 
supposedly reporting “facts” varied widely in their reporting of events and required 
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careful evaluation. Therefore, I interpret the material culture of the 27/29 Endicott Street 
brothel within the social and historical context of the nineteenth century North End. I 
subjected the documents used to establish that context to close, critical evaluation and 
initially contextualized them independent from my preliminary artifact analyses.  
In the following chapter I frame my research within the field of the archaeology 
of prostitution. Significant work has been done in the interpretation of sex work in the 
Classical world and in American historical archaeology, but there are shortcomings to the 
questions asked in this research as well as the conclusions drawn. I aim to identify my 
research within the trajectory of archaeological investigations of prostitution, while 
taking a holistic and contextualized approach to the material that comprises my case 
study.   
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Chapter 3 
An Archaeology of Prostitution  
 Historical archaeologist began considering the archaeology of sites of prostitution 
in the 1980s, but in many ways the archaeology of prostitution has been woven into the 
study of archaeology from its infancy. It is, after all, from the 1850 excavations of 
Pompeii by German archaeologist C.O. Müeller that we get the term “pornography” 
(translating to “whore writing”), originally used to describe erotic objects and images 
under study (Voss 2012: 20). Remarkably, however, studies of prostitution have only 
been carried out in ancient Greek, Roman, and Mesopotamian contexts and in nineteenth-
century American contexts. The exception to this is a 2010 analysis of Pre-Columbian 
Mexican codices in which the authors identified that prostitution, while being socially 
stigmatized, was not judicially penalized (indeed, the state often had different ritual and 
social uses for prostitutes) (Hernandez and Garcia 2010). 
 Over the past three decades, theorization of archaeological sites of prostitution 
has developed alongside theories of sexuality and identity. Because of this, several 
themes emerge from studies of prostitution including gender performance, differentiation 
between male- and female-dominated spaces, and sexual transgression. The different 
venues of prostitution studies, however, can be further broken into site-specific themes. 
Much of what classical archaeologist ask of their research sites is based in studies of art 
history and epigraphy that deals in murals, inscriptions, or graffiti. Conversely in 
historical archaeology, analysis is based in the American anthropological tradition with a 
focus placed upon the artifact assemblages recovered from the ground and how these can 
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communicate information about the residents in these spaces (D’Agostino 1995). In that 
regard Classical studies typically investigate potential sites of prostitution from a 
classificatory perspective (is this a brothel?) whereas American historical archaeologists 
also incorporate ideas of health and hygiene, public versus private, and class relations.  
 
Prostitution in the Classical World: Epigraphic Studies 
 Many of the archaeological studies of prostitution in the ancient world rely on 
epigraphical studies of inscriptions and graffiti in order to identify places of prostitution. 
Early prostitution studies, however, were hampered by assumptions made in the 
translation of classical texts. In Julia Assante’s 2000 dissertation providing an art 
historical approach to Mesopotamia erotic sexual imagery she argues that the repetition 
of ideas such as “sacred prostitution” and “fertility magic” have led to these ideas being 
uncritically (and inaccurately) regarded as historical reality. she claims that nineteenth-
century beliefs of natural female sexual passivity and modesty led early researchers 
studying scenes of explicit female sexuality to assume that the women in the scenes were 
preforming professional sexual acts and rites (Assante 2000: 8). Assante further suggests 
that the “philological mixing” of the boundaries between socio-legal, descriptive, 
occupational and cultic categories contributed to the essentialized discussion of 
prostitution as a phenomenon innate and original to Mesopotamia (Assante 2000: 50). 
Instead, pleasurable sex is a common literary theme in Mesopotamia, so exchanging 
food, clothing, jewelry, shelter, etc. for sex may not have been regarded as socially 
dissonant. Additionally, the presence of “sexually available” slaves may have interrupted 
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the laws of supply and demand for free bodies as commodity (Assante 2000: 71). Assante 
instead notes that, like other ancient languages (e.g., Egyptian, Sumerian, Akkadian, etc.) 
Mesopotamian had no specific words for prostitution and that it is Possible the ancients 
of Mesopotamia and Egypt “did not set prostitutes apart from other types of women (and 
men) or distinguish people strictly on the basis of their sexual activity" (Assante 2000: 
71) 
On occasion, however, epigraphical translators have missed oblique references to 
prostitution. For example, in A.J. Graham’s critique of Duchêne’s interpretation of the 
stele from the harbor of Thasos, he argues that the inscription was designed to prohibit 
certain practices of prostitution and that a reanalysis of the stele has important 
consequences of the stele as a document as a whole. While the original interpretation 
suggested a prohibition of “looking out from roofs and windows,” Graham claims that 
based on multiple other political and literary examples, the stele was referencing the 
practice of prostitution. Prostitutes in Ancient Greece would beckon to clients from doors 
and windows and historical records indicated that any reference to a woman at a window 
was both erotic and disreputable (Graham 1998: 29). Graham maintains that this 
reference to looking out of roofs and windows is instead reference to beckoning from 
brothels and is, therefore, not only further evidence of state regulation of prostitution, but 
also a catalogue of activities that must be observed prior to certain religious festivals 
(Graham 1998: 40).  
In further epigraphic studies, archaeologists have examined the erotic graffiti 
inscribed at brothel sites. In most archaeological studies of phallic imagery, there is 
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evidence that is generally linked to apotropaism, or warding off evil. In brothel graffiti, 
however, Pedro Paulo de Abreu Funari (1995) argues that images of sexual intercourse 
with a woman are usually not associated with apotropaic connotations and was used more 
freely by both clients and prostitutes in brothels. These erotic graffiti, instead reveal a 
great deal of information about the non-elite population in ancient Rome and elucidates 
the difference between popular and learned culture. While apotropaic graffiti generally 
describe success in battle, willing a woman to love them, or willing a woman to have sex 
with them, brothel graffiti appears to be more related to sexual prowess ("I came here and 
had sex with everyone") (Funari 1995: 12). Funari also identifies graffiti left by women, 
one of the more common types along the lines of "I was fucked here". It is contextually 
unclear, however, whether the use of the word futuo (fuck) is neutral or violent in this 
type of graffiti (Funari 1995: 13). While the phallus was charged with religious feelings 
and acted as an apotropaic symbol, this does not always explain the use of inscribed 
references to sexual intercourse by ordinary people. Ritual obscenity, however, should 
not be isolated from ordinary and everyday sexual references as it seems that daily use of 
sexual language was the result of the apotropaic properties associated with sexual 
intercourse itself (Funari 1995: 15). 
In his discussion of Erotic displays in public buildings in Pompeii, John Clarke 
identifies a problematic tendency among researchers to assume that erotic reliefs in a 
building means that the building was a brothel. If that had been the case, Clarke suggests 
that Pompeii would have had 33 brothels, or one brothel for every 71 men in the city—
more conservative estimates suggest is that there were 9 brothels or bordellos meaning 
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that there were a number of nondomestic spaces decorated with erotic imagery Laurence 
is primarily concerned with what this might have meant to the ancient viewer. He 
provides a survey of different types of sexual positions depicted and proposes class- and 
gender-specific data that can be identified in this erotic imagery (e.g. rear entry 
penetration imagery was most often associated with low class individuals). Additionally, 
Clarke proposes other purposes for the erotic imagery such as comedic entertainment. For 
example, because Romans were very concerned with cleanliness of the mouth, fellatio 
was the province of prostitutes. A man performing cunnilingus was considered more 
debased than, for example, a passive partner in male-to-male sex (women regularly hired 
male prostitutes if they wanted this sexual service performed (Clarke 1998: 225). Clarke 
suggests that sexual "perversion" would be extreme comedy for both sexes in a public 
space such as the bathhouse, although the bathhouse was not designed specifically for the 
purchase of sexual favors (Clarke 1998: 226) 
 
Prostitution in the Classical World: identification of brothel sites  
A problem that seems to plague all archaeologists wishing to conduct an analysis 
of sites of prostitution is first determining that a site being excavated is one. I will discuss 
how archaeologists studying nineteenth century prostitution have addressed this problem 
below, however in most cases archaeologists of the ancient world lack many of the types 
of documents that might assist in identifying a brothel or other place of prostitution. In 
the 2016 book on the archaeology of prostitution in ancient Greece, Mark Lawall 
investigated the possibility that brothels could potentially be identified by the numbers of 
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discarded amphorae near the building, the idea being that more amphorae would mean 
more consumption of alcohol and that archaeologists could use counts to establish an 
amphora-based brothel pattern. Lawall identified some fundamental issues with this 
proposal however, chiefly the difficulty in identifying house orientation (which side is the 
front and which the back, the fact that older structures will accumulate more drinking 
vessels and amphorae over a longer period of occupation, and that a single urban building 
might hold several businesses making it difficult to determine which refuse is related to 
prostitution and which is related to another business (Lawall 2016: 61-64). He concludes 
that the functional identities of the buildings are themselves are as problematic as the 
associated amphora records and that functional identifications are almost always the 
result of many threads of evidence such as architectural plans, associated artifacts of 
varying sorts, and sometimes even literary sources (Lawall 2016: 74). 
 In the same volume, Kathleen Lynch (2016) steps away from looking for a brothel 
pattern within a specific artifact type and instead attempts to identify a brothel or tavern 
assemblage by first identifying a typical domestic assemblage to compare them to. Upon 
conducting her analysis, however, she discovered that domestic assemblages contain 
more vessels for drinking than previously anticipated. While she maintains that domestic 
sites have fewer "commercial transport" amphora for wine and other liquids than taverns 
(Lynch 2016: 58), she notes the likelihood that that brothel assemblages will look 
frustratingly like domestic assemblages given the nature of their organization as both 
places of business and places of residence. Lynch concedes that it is unlikely pottery 
alone will allow archaeologists to identify a brothel.  
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Also in the same 2016 volume, various authors provide criticism of the ways that 
some sites have been attribute to prostitution. In David Scahill’s attempts to identify the 
function of the South Stoa at Corinth he notes that, traditionally archaeologists believed 
that the site may relate to possible civic and/or religious cult associations attributable to 
Aphrodite and, therefore, Prostitution. Instead, Scahill argues, this site might better be 
attributed to ritual feasting and symposia. Focusing on dining practices, Scahill 
recognizes three criteria for dining associated with the symposia: rooms with evidence for 
klinai and often off-center doorways, material remains that suggest dining (such as 
certain pottery types), and rooms, especially near sanctuaries, that do not otherwise have 
a clear function (Scahill 2016: 134). While each Stoa room unusually has a well and 
access to a latrine, there is no conclusive evidence for prostitution activities. In the end, 
Scahill suggests that the proposal of the South Stoa being used as a brothel is 
provocative, but it is more likely that it served several cult and banqueting needs. 
Likewise, Monika Trümper contests the identification of the taberna vinaria and 
taberna deveroria in Delos. In both cases, Trümper argues that the sites seem to have 
been associated with prostitution using too few lines of evidence given the many parallels 
with other contemporaneous Greek and Roman structures (Trümper 2016: 108). In 
particular, while the Tabrna deveroria appeared to the excavators to be unusually lain out 
for a residential, Trümper argues that it is more representative of a domestic structure 
built in an unideal location. The overall structure appears to incorporate hierarchical 
ranking in different parts of the floorplan (i.e. liturgical paintings which would have more 
likely been used in cults performed by slaves and freedmen Italians or Romans flanked 
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entrances most likely used by people of lower social status) (Trümper 2016: 111). While 
the excavators noted the presence of phalluses within the structure, Trümper notes that 
phalluses associated with brothel contexts were more often displayed on the brothel's 
exterior to direct people to the location. Instead she suggests it is more likely that the 
interior phalluses are apotropaic and were being used to protect the structure (Trümper 
2016: 116). Trümper concludes that the difficulty in identifying places specifically as 
taverns or standalone brothels in the ancient world was likely a result of many buildings 
serving multiple purposes at once.  
Thomas McGinn (2002) revisited the classification of brothels in Pompeii and 
determined that neither the over-zealous calculation of 35 brothels, nor the ultra-
conservative calculation of 1 brothel in Pompeii adequately reflects the reality of the 
moral geography of the city. McGinn refined the definition of “brothel” as a location with 
sex as its principle business allowing two or more prostitutes to work simultaneously 
(McGinn 2002: 11). Although this is an incredibly broad definition, he differentiates 
between a place in which sex is sold and a place in which the primary function is the 
purchase of sex. In many cases, McGinn argues, brothels were blended with residences 
suggesting that prostitutes lived as well as worked at these sites (McGinn 2002: 15). 
McGinn proposes that Pompeiian brothel studies require a more nuanced and detailed 
analysis of the material culture in order to eliminate those sites that are likely not 
brothels. He notes that, unlike other typology focused studies, it is likely that Pompeiian 
brothels would have a specific typology because of the variability of prostitution in both 
the archaeological and documentary record (McGinn 2002: 33). McGinn concludes that 
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venal sex was not universal at Pompeii. Rather than a thinking about prostitution in terms 
of a “red-light district,” the moral geography of the city was a sum of individual choices.  
In Ray Laurence’s exploration of “deviant behaviors,” he examined Pompeii in 
order to identify areas in which deviant behavior was tolerated and where it was 
restricted. Laurence defined deviants as the people who contravene the rules of that 
society— prostitution, "excessive" alcohol consumption, and gambling fall under this 
broad definition. Under the Roman Empire, deviants, known as infames included 
shameful trades including prostitutes, brothel owners, actors, gladiators, and the trainers 
of gladiators. Laurence argues that prostitution was sold from or produced in purpose-
built premises that can be identified archaeologically as brothels, as well as from bars and 
other locations across the city. He proposes that the sale of commercial sex in Pompeii 
formed a distribution pattern that was not necessarily "moral zoning," but rather a “subtle 
interplay of regulation, ideology, and socio-cultural coercion that the elite held over the 
free population and their enslaved dependents” (Laurence 2007: 83). The prostitute, 
Laurence argues, was not -not antithesis or enemy of family and family values but, 
instead, preserved those values by preventing adultery with married women and death of 
Roman wives by excessive childbearing (Laurence 2007: 84). Other research into 
prostitution in Pompeii has suggested that, if society was attempting to make prostitution 
invisible to women, children, and the elderly, one would expect to find brothels located in 
more marginal areas of the city, away from where prostitutes may come into contact with 
respectable women and children of the elite (Laurence 2007: 85). In fact, more recent 
analysis suggests that sites of prostitution were located in close proximity to elite 
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households. Laurence notes that, instead of segregating brothels from respectable houses 
geographically in the city, the household was structured to disassociated itself from the 
sites of prostitution (visually, etc.). The real distance, Laurence suggests, was created 
through the social and economic control over the urban space. Brothels would have been 
situated on narrow streets, perhaps geographically close to elite households, but out of 
line of site of the buildings (Laurence 2007: 92). In addition, Laurence argues that the 
moral and immoral parts of the city would have been distinguished by lighting: popinae 
(inns or taverns) would have had lit exteriors making it safer to travel at night unescorted, 
but elite neighborhoods without popinae (while being desirable) were more dangerous to 
travel after dark (Laurence 2007: 99). 
 
Prostitution in the Classical World: Illuminating the lives of women  
Despite the difficulties in identifying sites of prostitution, archaeologists 
recognize the importance of doing so for illuminating the lives of women in the ancient 
world who might be otherwise written out of classical histories. While the existence of 
brothels in Classical Greece has not been in dispute, Allison Glazebrook and Barbara 
Tsakirgis note that there appears to be both a disagreement over their physical identifiers 
and a hesitation to examine a less seemly side of antiquity have heretofore resulted in a 
paucity of scholarship on the topic. (Glazebrook and Tsakirgis 2016: 4) The authors note, 
however, that studying buildings and objects without consideration of their urban context 
is to deprive them of an essential feature that adds immeasurably to the understanding of 
houses, brothels, and taverns and their attendant finds (Glazebrook and Tsakirgis 2016: 
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5). As places of entertainment, brothels and taverns likely clustered in high-traffic areas 
such as an agora, a harbor, or near city gates, without being segregated from spaces of 
habitation (whether single-family dwellings or tenement houses) (Glazebrook and 
Tsakirgis 2016: 6) Archaeologists recognize that the sex and entertainment trade 
flourished in ancient Greece with women working as innkeepers, servers at taverns, sex 
traffickers, and prostitutes. As a result, the study of brothels, taverns, and inns sheds light 
on the role of women in the ancient Greek economy 
 Glazebrook further adds that classical texts suggest that it is not the specific 
space, but the occupants that define a porneion or brothel (Glazebrook 2016: 169). The 
traditional translation of porneion into brothel is misleading as it suggests a space where 
the primary activity is prostitution. Archaeological evidence suggests instead that places 
of prostitution were multi-purpose with access to prostitutes being one commodity among 
many. Similar to historic period prostitution, prostitution in the ancient world appears to 
have been variable and perhaps hierarchical making the identification of a single brothel 
assemblage impossible. Glazebrook argues that sites of prostitution have a lot in common 
with domestic structures. Since prostitutes typically lived in the spaces where they 
worked, typical household items are present in porneia. Additionally, there is a strong 
possibility that other service industries were run out of houses of prostitution and, 
therefore, living and sexual labor shared the same physical space (Glazebrook 2016: 193) 
 
Prostitution in nineteenth-century America 
 While many of the same issues define studies of prostitution in nineteenth-century 
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historical archaeology (e.g., identifying prostitution in the historical record, the lives of 
women in urban environments, etc.), archaeologists studying prostitution in nineteenth-
century American concerns can draw on the vast historical record in addition to 
archaeological materials. Although these sites are nominally from the same region and 
the same era, I will be discussing them in terms of two different classifications: eastern 
urban contexts (such as New York, Washington D.C., etc.) and the American Frontier. 
This distinction is made because the women engaged in prostitution in these differing 
types of prostitution often were responding to vastly different social frameworks. In the 
American frontier many of the first women worked as prostitutes and those that followed 
may have been largely unconstrained by more typical nineteenth-century social 
expectations for interactions between the sexes. Additionally, the isolation of many of 
these towns for much of the nineteenth century likely affected the material culture 
available to frontier brothels. In contrast, prostitutes operating in the urban centers of 
eastern America were more affected by established social order and moving through a 
landscape often facing massive overcrowding. In eastern urban brothels it was often 
common for prostitutes to be women who had come to the city from rural towns in search 
of more lucrative work. These distinctions were also felt in contemporary society—the 
perception of the American frontier as a “wild west” originated in the nineteenth-century, 
especially within the eastern urban centers, and was applied even to large urban centers in 
the west such as Los Angeles San Francisco.  
As many of the earliest historical archaeological studies of the archaeology of 
prostitution were undertaken in frontier sites, I begin by examining the challenges 
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archaeologists faced when they attempted to identify brothel sites, work that searched for 
differences between predominantly male spaces (such as saloons) and predominantly 
female spaces (like brothels), the use of archaeology to change predominant narratives 
about the “wild” west, and studies emphasizing the agency of women working as 
prostitutes in the American frontier.  
 
Frontier/Wild West Contexts: Definition of brothel spaces based on archaeological 
assemblages 
 Undertaken before any published studies of prostitution in nineteenth-century 
America, Margaret Kennedy (1989) attempted to establish a possible brothel material 
culture signature based on her understanding of the social context of frontier spaces. In 
examining coal mining communities in Alberta Canada, Kennedy defines brothel 
assemblages as “corporate households,” or places in which people were living and 
working under a manage. She argues that this household type would give brothel 
assemblage “distinctly individual” characteristics. Kennedy notes two types of 
prostitution (economically covert and tolerated but segregated from “good” society). In 
covert prostitution practices, she predicted that there would be little differentiation 
between the sites of prostitution and other economic concerns operating in a capitalist 
climate. Conversely, if a site of prostitution was operated in a segregated “sporting 
culture” group (such as is seen in a red light district), Kennedy suggests that the material 
culture would show distinct boundaries (e.g. behavioral, material, stylistic) (Kennedy 
198: 98). While Kennedy develops a list of the diagnostic traits of the sporting subculture 
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(such as its location outside of residential areas, the distinctive architecture of brothels, 
the susceptibility of brothels to arson, and material culture composed predominantly of 
female-related items with high numbers of alcohol represented) she is writing before 
most of the brothel excavations that occurred over the last 30 years. Some of these 
diagnostic traits may be common to houses of prostitution, but are not ubiquitous. Indeed, 
the brothel at 27/29 Endicott Street does not met any of the traits that Kennedy 
hypothesized.  
Recognizing that hierarchical differences in prostitution would likely result in 
archaeological differences, Julia Costello (2003) examined Los Angeles prostitution in 
the nineteenth century, particularly along Aliso Street. Historical research revealed a shift 
from brothel prostitution to crib prostitution (or small rooms rented by prostitutes by the 
day or night) in the 1890s. Her aim was to archaeology compare brothels and cribs. The 
brothel assemblages revealed a number of expensive tablewares, food remains that were 
relatively comparable to contemporary working-class families but which also delicacies 
such as seafood, high quantity of alcohol, rubber syringes and bottles for prophylactic 
fluid, and a large number of cosmetic, perfume, and tooth treatment bottles. In her study 
of crib deposits, however, the deposit was too mixed for her to conclusively determine 
what was related to the crib sites and what was related to Chinese produce sellers that 
lived at the site later.  
Michael Meyer and others (2005) also examine Aliso Street prostitution with the 
aim to highlight differences between deposits from a brothel and neighboring households 
in downtown Los Angeles. In particular, they choose to focus on the way the 
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neighborhood around Aliso street changed through the end of the nineteenth century. The 
researchers argue that one can discern difference between public vs. private eating (food 
for off-duty prostitutes vs. food for patrons) from the types of wares and cuts of meat that 
relate to surrounding working-class households (private eating) and those finer wares that 
aren't seen in surrounding contexts (public eating). The dissimilarity between the brothel 
and crib deposits reflects the disparity between these two types of prostitution and their 
associated commercial strategies. The crib was merely a place of work, whereas the 
brothel functioned both as place as work as well as the prostitute's home. The researchers 
argue that categories developed for analysis of mainstream Victorian culture may not 
always be appropriate for discerning life in the world of prostitution because women 
immersed in brothel life may not have defined their purchases in ways that were 
important to the larger population. 
In studying prostitution in a “true wild west” community, Michael Foster and 
others (2005) focuses on Prescott Arizona with its reputation of being a representative. 
The researchers attempt to identify the wealth of brothel prostitutes by examining the 
material culture recovered by comparing it to observations made by Donna Seifert (1991) 
and applying George Miller’s ceramic indices to determine socioeconomic status. While 
an important question to ask of the data, the assumption that the comparative wealth of 
prostitutes can by identified by studying ceramic types is problematic. For one, by 
comparing the Prescott brothel to the high class parlor house in Washington, D.C. it 
ignores the vastly different social context that each was operating within. Additionally, 
by using Miller, there is an assumption made that both prostitutes are making the 
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purchasing decisions for the brothel or that items are not being purchased second hand. 
Despite these issues, the researchers determine that the site was likely a nice brothel 
rather than a parlor house.  
Apart from the Costello investigation, all other archaeological studies of 
nineteenth-century prostitution have examined brothels and parlor houses. Mary Van 
Buren and Kristen Gensmer (2017) investigated low-end crib prostitutes in the Vanoli 
Block of Ouray, Colorado through the prostitutes’ manipulation of their appearance in 
preparation for their jobs. Van Buren and Gensmer were interested in exploring whether 
these low-end prostitutes were motivated by the ability to purchase fashionable dress or 
the emulation of middle-class fashion trends by working-class prostitutes (Van Buren and 
Gensmer 2017: 219). They argue that prostitution is a dialectically constituted 
relationship between sex workers and their customers. Through the use of practice theory 
in prostitution, Van Buren and Gensmer’s study examines routines that deviate from the 
"norm" and, metaphorically at least, allows for the conscious adoption of new roles (Van 
Buren and Gensmer 2017: 220). While prostitutes deviated from the social norm, 
however, the lived practices of the prostitutes constituted their norm. Van Buren and 
Gensmer concluded that the prostitutes dressed for their jobs, but that they did not "dress 
up" in the traditionally understood sense; however, their clothing fit the social context of 
their clients and peers in the Vanoli block (Van Buren and Gensmer 2017: 235). 
Ultimately, however Van Buren and Gensmer are conducting a consumption study. In 
their discussion of the prostitute’s “taste” in choices of dress, Van Buren and Gensmer’s 
suggestion that this "taste" was unconscious disregards the possibility of aspirational 
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taste. Crib prostitution was a step above streetwalking and didn't pay much. Taste is not 
just what is acquired, but also what is desired.  
 
Frontier/Wild West Contexts: differentiation between predominantly male/female spaces 
In their efforts to identify sites of prostitution based on the recovered artifacts, 
many archaeologists working in the American frontier also have attempted to delineate 
between male and female spaces. In most studies, male spaces are defined as saloons and 
gambling dens while female spaces are defined as those related to prostitution. The 
association of brothels as female spaces is problematic given their purpose in attracting 
male clientele, however as much of the material culture in these studies is expected to be 
female specific, archaeologists associate them predominately with women. 
 In Theodore Charles thesis (2014), he takes a broader perspective on this problem 
by examining how the identification, mapping, and movement of saloons combine to 
identify how saloons operated as social centers in Wallace, Idaho. He also observes the 
association of brothels within the landscape to observe their relationship over time to the 
saloons in Wallace. Through his research he notes that restaurants, hotels, barbers, 
tobacconists, and brothels all were located near saloons and likely shared clientele. 
Charles characterizes the period between 1870 and 1920 as "the saloon period" where the 
saloon seems to act as "the social Heart-Centre of the Camp," but broader social forces 
associated with saloons and other businesses ultimately shaped where they were 
established (Charles 2014: 23). Charles identified three key zones within Wallace: Social 
(including Saloons, brothels, hotels, barbershops, tobacconists), Commercial (Shops, 
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etc.), and Industrial and notes that for much of the nineteenth and early twentieth-century 
the town was rigidly arranged into these zones. By examining town landmarks, Charles 
observes that proximity to the train station suggests that the social district was oriented to 
cater directly to those leaving the train station. The brothel landscape in Wallace shifted 
at the end of the nineteenth century from being split in two nodes, to focused around the 
saloons (saloongoers could walk out the back door of a saloon into a brothel) and 
relegated to a gated red light district. By 1903, brothels seem to be surrounded by saloons 
(brothels nearest the train station, saloons arranged in a ring around them (Charles 2014: 
63). Charles argues that social businesses clustered together because they catered to a 
similar clientele. Having easy access to customers arriving in town appears key in this 
Frontier case study.   
In looking at artifactual evidence for divisions within male and female space, 
Catherine Spude (2005) addresses the difficulties in differentiating organized sites of 
prostitution (such as brothels) from public drinking venues like saloons. This is especially 
problematic in temporary, volatile locations such as boom/bust mining towns in the 
American west as both brothels and saloons sold alcohol and both accommodated women 
who sold sex (the difference being that it was the primary purpose of the brothel whereas 
drinking was the primary purpose of the saloon). Spude argues that this is an important 
aspect of mining communities to study because the tendency of the mytho-history of the 
American west is to downplay the role that women played in its development. Historical 
accounts are unreliable or biased and madam's autobiographies are suspect as it was their 
job to entertain men with ribald stories true or otherwise. Spude examines five saloons 
		
66 
and three brothels from throughout the American west and compares them to data 
recovered from four drinking-family households, ten temperate family households, ten 
transient-male residences, and one priest's residence as described in Catherine Blee's 
1991 study. What she concluded was that the number of alcohol bottles in a brothel were 
statistically slightly lower than a saloon, but that brothels generally had significantly 
higher pharmaceutical bottles. Despite this interpretation, however, the difference 
between saloons and brothels archaeologically is almost impossible to see with any 
reliability and comparisons between a wide variety of sites is necessary to really record 
any difference. Ultimately through her analysis of artifacts related to prostitution, Spude 
argues that painting mining camp prostitutes as "camp-followers," assistants, or even 
"whores with hearts of gold" removes the fact that these women were in the landscape for 
the same reason that men were: to make money. Ignoring this motivation sells short the 
history of the American west. prostitutes in the American west, while providing a service 
in a male-dominated world, were not doing so because they were depraved, lustful, 
having a good time, or through the kindness of their hearts, but because of the monetary 
incentive  
Richard Burnette (2014) assesses the changing lifeways of prostitutes on the 
Vanoli “sporting complex” in Ouray, Colorado in order to better comprehend the 
changing nature of relations of power which may have contributed to, and been informed 
by, the gendered social processes operating on a broader social scale. In his analysis, 
Burnette observes that the Vanoli sporting complex seems to have been an “oasis of 
women in a sea of men” (Burnette 2014: 6) with a reputation for lawlessness and 
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immorality. Despite this, however, sporting commerce in Ouray increased over time 
because the revenue generated by sporting district commerce was essential to the 
financial viability of most Colorado mining towns (Burnette 2014: 12). Archaeologically, 
the changes in the activities of men and women operating on the Vanoli complex over 
time were analyzed through the examination of artifacts recovered from a “female 
boarding house” midden and the Variety Theater privy. Burnette observed gender 
division through artifacts-high quantity of inner garment buttons as well as those made of 
shell and glass indicate a strong and long-term female presence in the boarding house. 
Despite the association of the theatre with prostitution, its privy was lacking in artifacts 
related to recreation, hygiene, and health. In the theatre privy, archaeologists recovered 
buttons that Burnette attributed to women, but the large number of alcohol bottles in 
proportion to personal artifacts indicates differences between boarding house and theatre. 
The lack of personal items in the earlier phases of the gold belt theatre complex suggests 
to Burnette that the prostitutes may have lived elsewhere (such as the female boarding 
house across the street) where there was a great number of personal and hygiene related 
objects, however he does not explore the possibility that the theater is less a brothel and 
more a burlesque where sex can be purchased and that the female boarding houses may 
follow a stricter brothel structure.  
 
Frontier/Wild West Contexts: changing narratives of the west 
Despite the prevalent image in popular culture of the “wild west” as lawless, 
masculine, heteronormative, and predominately white, historical archaeology can operate 
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to overturn these stereotypes. Kelly Dixon’s (2005) analysis of the excavation through a 
study of a Virginia City African American brothel and saloon demonstrates how these 
establishments disrupt established expectations for a Western Saloon. Examination of the 
quality and cost of barware and décor demonstrate that, though catering to a minority 
population in Virginia City, the saloon and associated brothel provided plush sensory 
experiences for the sites patrons. By combining excavation data, forensic analysis, and 
historical documentation, the Boston Saloon shows that, not only was the African 
American saloon successful, but it was also posh and elegant, perhaps in attempt to fight 
stereotypes but also perhaps because of the affluence of the owner. 
While health is seen as intensely private in the twenty-first century, Horobik 
(2011) questions whether there is archaeological evidence for nineteenth century frontier 
prostitutes attempting to maintain privacy when treating themselves for various illnesses. 
Horobik suggests that privies were treated as private disposal sites while open-air 
middens were viewed as more public. She notes that while brothel and red-light sites in 
Ouray, CO have a larger percentage of medicine bottles generally, the majority are 
recovered from privy contexts. Despite the expectation that large numbers of medicine 
bottles would pertain to the prevention of pregnancy and the treatment of STI’s, evidence 
suggests that Ouray prostitutes were more generally treating everyday ailments rather 
than those deemed serious or contagious. Indeed, only one bottle can be definitively 
linked to the treatment of STIs. Horobik concludes that artifact deposition can be affected 
by social perception of the materials being discarded. She proposes that this emphasis on 
concealment and privacy is what hinders the development of the elusive “brothel 
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signature.” 
While early explorations of prostitution often homogenized the experience of 
women in sex work, Kristen Gensmer (2012) argues that we shouldn't define prostitutes 
solely by their labor. Gensmer suggests instead that "the prostitute" was a performative 
identity constructed through the manipulation of clothing, accessories, cosmetics, and 
hygiene by sex workers as part of their work. Although Gensmer appears to make the 
troubling assumption that the only archaeologists studying personal adornment as 
pertains to identity are Carolyn White and Sarah Stevens (Gensmer 2012: 3), she does 
find evidence in her analysis that Prostitutes were manipulating their bodies into a 
“prostitute” identity through hygiene and the use of perfumes rather than specialized 
dress or other cosmetics. Likewise, the artifacts attributed to male customers appear to 
identity (in this context) through their consumption of the female body rather than 
specialized dress (Gensmer 2012: 137). Because of this, Gensmer concludes that the 
brothel under study caters to a working-class clientele. 
In attempting to develop a theoretical framework for analyzing sites of 
prostitution, Andrea Vermeer (2006) argues that world systems theory is a valid 
foundation for the archaeology of prostitution in the nineteenth-century mining west 
because of its attention to the effects of human agency and constructions such as gender, 
class, and ethnicity. She notes that the prostitutes at Mary Hamilton's brothel appear to 
have simultaneously emphasized working-class, masculine and non-working-class, 
feminine constructions through behaviors (smoking and drinking) and fashion (clothing) 
respectively, while the prostitutes at 58-59 Granite Street emphasized a strongly Chinese 
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identity (clothing, foodways), both of which were supported by the surrounding décor 
(Vermeer 2006: 277). Vermeer argues that it is in viewing prostitution in mining 
hinterland communities through the lens of the capitalist world-economy that we are able 
to see prostitutes in the story of the mining west not as stepping stones or as minor 
characters who add a little color while they await a tragic end, but rather as working 
women from all over the world (Vermeer 2006: 289). In associating these sites of 
prostitution within the larger world system, however, Vermeer glosses over the 
importance of establishing these sites within their local economic system. 
As an antidote to this, Chelsea Rose (2013) examines the places that women held 
within the “neighborhood” of Kanaka Flat in Jacksonville, Oregon. When read 
uncritically, Rose notes, primary and secondary literature paints Kanaka Flat, Oregon as a 
town of lonely men and loose women. Documentary and archaeological research, 
however, reveals a small community living in and amongst placer mines rather than a 
landscape of saloons and brothels. Rose suggests that the "mythic west" of popular 
culture is built on collective falsehoods that serve to form a larger story, highlighting 
what it meant to be “western” and “American.” In this mythology, the gold rush has 
become the 'historical property' of white American men, in particular (Rose 2013: 24). 
Despite this, western historians are beginning to recognize the West as a place of 
“disrupted gender relations and stunning racial and ethnic diversity,” but also a place 
where that diversity was circumscribed by inequality and injustice (Rose 2013: 25). Rose 
argues that studies of the archaeology of prostitution in the west is still predominantly a 
study of white woman, largely ignoring the indigenous or Mexican women who were 
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already there (Rose 2013: 25). Not only is “prostitute” the default position of women in 
“wild west” mythology, but “women” represents ethnicity and class as much as it does 
sex and gender (Rose 2013: 29). Both contemporary and modern accounts disregard the 
Indian or Hawaiian women living on Kanaka Flat as legitimate partners or wives; 
however, documentary evidence suggests that, rather than being the center of vice in 
Jacksonville, Kanaka Flat functioned like a type of ethnic suburb. Rose concludes that 
very few single women were associated with Kanaka Flat and, while there may have been 
prostitutes living or working in the community, they were just one portion of a larger 
population of women in the camp. 
 
Eastern Urban Contexts: Comparisons to domestic and neighborhoods 
Similar to studies of prostitution in the ancient world and the American frontier, 
some of the first studies in eastern urban contexts were concerned with trying to identify 
a brothel signature assemblage. One of the first historical archaeology studies of 
prostitution concerned the CRM excavation of the Mary Ann Hall brothel in Washington, 
D.C. (Siefert et al. 2000).  Much of what was known about brothel owner Mary Ann Hall 
was only through documentary information such as census data, tax assessments, etc., 
however, through a combination of historical and archaeological analysis, researchers 
were able to investigate the business of sex in a high-class house in mid-nineteenth 
century Washington, D.C. Mary Ann Hall's brothel clearly served middle- and upper-
class patrons because of the expensive provisions recovered archaeologically. Though 
primarily sex was for sale in organized prostitution, the environ, amenities, and providers 
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varied according to the class of the clientele. In this analysis, Seifert, O’Brien, and 
Balicki, used comparative collections representing households between 1844 and 1914: a 
middle-class owner, a middle-class tenant, working-class tenant, and brothel. They 
concluded that the main difference between brothel and domestic assemblages was the 
amount of exotic food remains in the assemblage.  
 
Eastern Urban Contexts: Social concerns 
Reflecting Horobik’s concern with heath and privacy among prostitutes in the 
American frontier, Ketz, Abel, and Schmidt (2005) intend to examine a St. Paul 
Minnesota bordello through the exploration of “front-stage” and “back-stage” space by 
attempting to make interpretations about artifacts related primarily or solely to the 
prostitutes in residence or the visiting clients. Because they were focusing on privy 
deposits, they had difficulty specifically identifying which artifacts particularly were 
associated with male patrons, especially as items such as those related to smoking would 
have been used by both genders. An in-depth analysis of medicine bottles in comparison 
to the bordello advertisements suggested to the researchers that the resident prostitutes 
weren’t as healthy as was being publicly portrayed. I wondered in reading if Ketz et al. 
had considered the possibility that these items were also being used by male patrons (the 
female syringes recovered aren’t necessarily indicative of illness). Seeking treatment for 
venereal disease was stigmatized so some men often sought treatment in brothels. 
Thomas Crist (2005) takes a novel approach to the study of prostitution following 
the recovery of several fetal remains from a privy from Five-Points in New York city. 
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Because the privy was likely associated with a basement brothel, he believes the remains 
to be connected to acts of infanticide or abortion by the women employed there or the 
women living in the tenements above. It is impossible to determine the manner in which 
the infants died (stillbirth, illness, etc.), but he uses their presence to trace the way that 
American social and legal attitudes about unwanted babies, infanticide, and impoverished 
women, changed over the course of the nineteenth century. Crist notes that prior to the 
1845 Abortion act, criminal liability was on the abortioner, not the mother. The 1845 act, 
however, criminalized the mother as well. While early Victorians generally were 
compassionate towards the stressors of impoverished working women, Crist argues that 
Postbellum Americans tended to blame the woman for her own "wretched" circumstances 
(Crist 2005: 26). Using the fetal remains found in the Five-Points privy, Crist explores 
the idea that there was no homogenous perception of women who chose to abort or kill 
their babies during Victorian America. He does not, however, propose a reason for this 
sudden shift in perception, particularly between antebellum and postbellum New York. 
 
Eastern Urban Contexts: front of house/back of house performativity  
Using the same brothel assemblage as Thomas Crist’s fetus study, C. Milne and 
Pamela Crabtree (2001) Compare three Five-Points New York faunal assemblages to 
explore how they reflect a transition of the urban market system from one where food 
acquisition was individualized to one in which a small number of domestic species 
dominated the market and the presence of game animals was limited (Milne and Crabtree 
2001: 32). Some of the faunal remains pertaining to the brothel assemblage presented 
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interesting ways of considering the way food was acquired in early nineteenth-century 
New York. For example, the recovery of very young pig remains without butchery marks 
suggest to Milne and Crabtree that that pigs were being reared at the site. They note that 
this was not an uncommon practice in the first half of nineteenth-century New York 
(despite already the already crowded urban environment) (Milne and Crabtree 2001: 35). 
In addition, Milne and Crabtree identified a diverse number of cuts and types of meats 
being served at the brothel (Milne and Crabtree 2001: 35). Most meat cuts identified 
would have been moderately priced, but there were noticeable quantities of more 
expensive cuts. The small mammals, quantity of duck, salmon, and halibut, veal and soft 
shell clams suggest the residents may have had differential access to certain foods or 
clientele who demanded specialty foods. Some of the observed diversity may also be 
related to the presumed better financial access of the prostitutes but is also likely the 
result of expansion of the New York marketplace and improved transportation (Milne and 
Crabtree 2001: 38). Milne and Crabtree conclude that, as direct ties to producers become 
more limited, so to do the ranges of food observed in urban archaeological deposits 
(Milne and Crabtree 2001: 38). Because the artifacts recovered represent very different 
lifestyles and household arrangements from their neighbors, Milne and Crabtree suggest 
that the Orange Street prostitutes lived (or at least worked) in somewhat opulent 
surroundings (Milne and Crabtree 2001: 43). 
 Rebecca Yamin (2005), however, challenges the assumption that five-points 
prostitutes lived "wealthy, free, and female" (or those women "who did everything to 
please their men and did well for themselves in the process"). She argues that while they 
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appeared to have more freedom than men, prostitution was still just a job and asks 
whether it was no more degrading and considerably better paid than traditional 
employment available to women. Yamin notes that while the women employed at the 
brothel likely came from the working class, the artifacts from the privy suggest that an 
effort is being made to project a middle-class image. She concludes that prostitutes "got 
to act" middle class in public even though data suggests that luxuries were limited to 
times when they were working. nineteenth-century Five Points prostitutes were likely 
living dual lives (coming from one thing and portraying another). 
 
Eastern Urban Contexts: sexuality and transgression 
In order to demonstrate the importance of focusing on the “local and divers” 
rather than relying on the “grand narratives of cross-cultural anthropology,” Adrian and 
Mary Praetzellis (2001) examined how the meanings of material culture icons of 
"gentility" were created and re-created by various social groups in nineteenth-century 
California. For this study, Praetzellis and Praetzellis focused on a Los Angeles brothel as 
one of their case studies. In examining the material culture for this brothel, they made an 
interesting observation: the style of the brothel's decoration in the 1890s demonstrate 
characteristics of Victorian aesthetic. Instead of artifacts representing the Arts and Crafts 
movement of the mid-1890s, the gaudy parlor decorations, formal dining sets, and oil 
lamps suggested that the house had been purposefully decorated in an exaggerated 
Victorian style (though without the didactic touches for which the era is known) 
(Praetzellis and Praetzellis 2001: 652). Praetzellis and Praetzellis argue that the “taken-
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for-granted, materialist understanding that views the desire for goods in economic terms, 
as if things have intrinsic worth instead of socially constructed value” hinders a more 
complex understanding of a site (Praetzellis and Praetzellis 2001: 645). Praetzellis and 
Praetzellis observe that, although the brothel’s primary business was to sell sex, the 
atmosphere of leisure and Victorian familiarity provided the illusion that the men visiting 
the brothel were engaged in something more than a business transaction (Praetzellis and 
Praetzellis 2001: 652). Ultimately, Praetzellis and Praetzellis argue that thinking about 
Victorian concepts like gentility on a global comparative scale inaccurately 
"homogenizes" past societies and that archaeologists are more effective when they 
conduct their work on the small and local scale, emphasizing the commonplace, and 
bringing the lives of the disenfranchised into focus (Praetzellis and Praetzellis 2001: 
652).nineteenth-century urban archaeology is, in many ways, a story of transgression of 
social expectations of behavior for both the women operating as prostitutes and the men 
who patronized them. As Martin Hall notes, however, transgressive behaviors are 
difficult to identify reliably in the archaeological record (Hall 2012: 339). If searching for 
transgressions without the appropriate social context, archaeologists risk misinterpreting 
the material culture of a site. For example, in Dawdy and Weyhing’s 2008 analysis of 
The House of the Rising Sun hotel in New Orleans, Louisiana, they begin with the 
prevailing assumption that the site represents a place of prostitution and deconstruct that 
interpretation. The authors argue that Anglo-American association of anything French 
with decadence and licentiousness, combined with the “desires” and expectations of 
visitors to New Orleans, contributed to the development of the city’s reputation as a “den 
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of vice.” Returning to the House of the Rising Sun site, Dawdy and Weyhing suggests 
that “desire” for the site to represent prostitution might cloud researcher’s interpretation 
of artifacts such as French, faience, rouge pots. Instead of representing rouge use by 
prostitutes, Dawdy and Weyhing argue that the recovered rouge pots potentially speak to 
male “Dandy” culture instead. 
Despite my project’s continuing the tradition of studying sex work through 
dedicated sites of prostitution, new research has begun to propose different ways in which 
this topic might be explored. For example, in Jamie Arjona’s piece on jook houses in the 
rural south, she proposes that the concept of “crookedness” in early twentieth-century 
Black parlance can be used interchangeably with queerness (or, in the queer theory sense 
of the word, the disruption of the heteronormative). Arjona argues that, by navigating the 
queer underpinnings of jook performance, archaeologists might attend to “the scarcity of 
research on sex, sexuality, and queer experience in African diaspora archaeology" 
(Arjona 2017: 45). On the surface, this exploration ties to prostitution studies in 
archaeology through the possibility that the etymology of jook might refer to black 
brothels (Arjona 2017: 49). Arjona notes that in some circumstances, jook houses were 
casual centers that provided food, beverages, gambling, music, prostitutions, and “a 
general good time" (Arjona 2017: 50) Despite the presence of many jook houses in 
private homes, Arjona argues that jookin’ obfuscated what constituted domestic contexts 
and “further disintegrated the foundation of home as the core of nuclear family." (Arjona 
2017: 51) Ultimately, Arjona’s most compelling proposal is that queerness and 
materialities of jook houses suggests the interpretive possibilities of alternative intimacies 
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that disrupt social convention. 
 I aim to contribute to the excellent work that has been done over the past few 
decades by focusing my attention on the sensory experiences of the brothel space. My 
intention is to highlight the lived experiences of the madams managing the brothel, the 
women working there, and the male patrons visiting and partaking in the constructed 
fantasy experience provided by the women at the brothel. These goals draw heavily on 
the work that has already been done in the study of prostitution archaeologically, but I 
will be providing a new avenue through which to interpret the lives of nineteenth-century 
urban prostitutes.  
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Chapter 4 
The Site History and Excavation of Lot of 27/29 Endicott Street  
 
 The 27/29 Endicott street material is, so far as is known, the only excavated 
brothel assemblage in the city of Boston. It was not always understood to have been a 
brothel, and, in the initial permit for excavation of the Mill Pond Site, the mid-nineteenth-
century deposits that characterize the brothel occupation period were not targeted for 
investigation. In this chapter, I outline the excavation of the Mill Pond site (BOS-HA-14), 
detail the discovery and excavation of the privy feature associated with the 27/29 house 
lot (feature 38), and provide an initial analysis of the artifacts recovered from the privy. 
Because multiple studies of feature 38 (ranging from artifacts to parasites) preceded my 
analysis, I discuss the different procedures that have laid groundwork for my own efforts. 
I also briefly discuss issues with dating and properly identifying the site that I and earlier 
researchers faced when analyzing the privy deposit. Finally, to provide context for the 
deposit I provide a brief occupational history of the lot with particular focus on the period 
between 1853 and 1867 when the structures served as a brothel. 
 
Archaeological Survey of the Mill Pond Site (BOS-HA-14) 
The Central Artery Project took place in order to provide increased highway 
capacity across Boston Harbor towards Logan Airport as well as to update and improve 
the existing Central Artery in downtown Boston. The project involved a new, depressed 
central artery and widened the road to four lanes in each direction, running three miles 
between City Square in Charlestown to the proposed Third Harbor Tunnel and 
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Massachusetts Turnpike interchange in South Boston (Elia and Seasholes 1989: 4). The 
engineering technology used resulted in total subsurface disruption along the construction 
corridor, with adverse impact on all archaeological resources in the path of the Central 
Artery. Under the provisions of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, the Phase 
I survey project, led by the Boston University’s Office of Public Archaeology aimed to 
identify archaeological resources threatened by construction on behalf of the 
Massachusetts Department of Public Works and the Federal Highway Administration 
(Elia and Seasholes 1989: 2). Because of the 12,000 years of the human occupation in the 
Boston area, including 350 years of intensive urban settlement on the Shawmut peninsula 
during the historical period in particular, the subsurface is made up of a complex mosaic 
of multi-period remains of construction and destruction (Elia and Seasholes 1989: 9).  
Faced with the destruction of large swaths of Boston’s archaeological record, 
archaeologists were provided with a unique opportunity to study normally inaccessible 
archaeological contexts.  
The original Mill Pond Study Area was bounded North Margin, Stillman, 
Endicott, Cross, Blackstone, Sudbury, Union, North, and Clinton Streets. It was designed 
to encompass the shoreline of the original Mill Pond as well as that of the old Shawmut 
Peninsula (versus the whole peninsula as it is currently defined) (Figure 4.1). At the time 
of the Phase I survey, archaeologists recognized the likelihood for substantial subsurface 
disturbance caused by the pylons of the elevated roadway, various underground utilities, 
and the basements of buildings in the area. Survey determined that the blocks had 
undergone significant, multi-stage construction disturbance throughout the nineteenth and 
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twentieth centuries, but archaeologists believed that the study block, which included the 
27/29 Endicott Street lot, had the potential for being one of the earliest and most 
Figure 4.1 Location of Mill Pond Site with reference to original Shawmut Peninsula and current Boston 
landscape  
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significant areas under investigation. Historical documentation suggested constant 
occupation as far back as the seventeenth century.  
 
Phase II Archaeological Survey 
 In the second phase of archaeological survey, researchers led by the Boston 
University Office of Public archaeology intended to employ several different methods to 
evaluate potentially affected areas using limited ground-penetrating radar (which did not 
result in any clear data about subsurface features) and test trenches (Elia et al. 1989:5). 
Test excavations exposed foundations, a cobblestone surface, deposits of mill pond fill, 
and a portion of a wooden cribbing structure (Elia et al. 1989: 26). The brick wall at the 
back of the 27/29 Endicott Street lot was also encountered during this testing.  
Archaeologists concluded that Phase III data recovery excavations were needed at this 
site, specifically in order to examine the extent of the cribbing feature (which they 
believed at the time to be a wharf). Because they had not excavated to the west of the 
brick wall feature, they also recommended further testing of this area in order to clarify 
its chronology and relationship to the “wharf” features.  
 
Phase III Archaeological Survey  
 Following the results of Phase II survey, archaeologists suggested that the 
cribbing structures dated to at least as early as 1709 and that the overlying deposits 
related to early North End industries such as milling and craft workshops. Excavators 
were able to make determinations about the 17th-century transformation of the landscape  
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from mill pond to a residential and commercial neighborhood, though because of limited  
interest in nineteenth-century contexts, little material related to the nineteenth-century 
development of the site was collected (Cheek and Balicki 2000; Elia et al. 1989a; Elia et 
al. 1989b). It was during Phase III excavation, however, that the privy feature (numbered 
feature 38) was encountered (Figure 4.2). According to the 1867 Sanborn Fire Insurance  
map codes, the building at 29 Endicott Street was a narrow, three-story wooden structure, 
while 27 Endicott Street was a three-story brick structure with a stone foundation and 
metal or slate roof (Sanborn Company 1867) (Figure. An outbuilding at the rear of the 
property appears on historical maps such as the 1852 Slatter and Callan map, the 1867 
Sanborn Fire Insurance map, and the 1874 Hopkins map (Figure 4.3) and is most likely 
the privy structure. 
Excavators from John Milner Associates, Inc. (subcontracted by Timelines, Inc.) 
conducted mechanical stripping of the southwest area of BOS-HA-14, the footprint of a 
brick-lined, double-vaulted privy measuring 1.4 by 2.5 meters (4.5 by 8.5 feet) was 
exposed; it was divided into two brick-lined chambers with the bricks forming the vault 
were two courses thick, the surviving portions of the vault reaching a depth of 1.2 meters 
(4 feet) below surface (Cheek and Balicki 2000: 157). Within the vault, both chambers 
Figure 4.3. Privy indicated on historical maps with red arrow. From left to right: Slatter and Callan 1852; 
Hopkins 1874; Sanborn Co. 1867. 
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measured approximately 1 meter (3 feet) square and each was vented by a pipe located in 
its south corner (Cheek and Balicki 2000: 156). The vents had been truncated at the top 
of the brick vault. The floors of both privy chambers were also lined in brick. The fill 
within the chambers was excavated stratigraphically and all fill associated with active 
privy use was water-screened through ¼-inch mesh (Cheek and Balicki 2000: 156). 
Excavators identified five distinct stratigraphic units within the privy chambers: Harris 
numbers 230 and 233 in the west, and Harris numbers 232/236, 234, and 235 in the east 
(Figure 4.4). No attempt was made to develop a concordance of stratigraphy between the 
two chambers (Cheek and Balicki 2000: 157). While excavators noted that there were 
traces of lime (which might have been used as a disinfectant and deodorizer) within the 
strata, details related to lime deposits were not recorded in the BOS-HA-14 site report 
and, as they were not seen to disrupt the identified strata, they were not measured 
(Stevens and Ordoñez 2005: 9).  
 
Laboratory analysis of the 27/29 Endicott Street Privy assemblage 
Because the artifacts recovered from the feature 38 privy had been excavated 
outside of the project’s purview, funding and laboratory resources allotted for the Central 
Artery project could not be applied to artifact processing (Dudek, personal 
communication 2017). The artifacts from feature 38 were separated from the larger BOS-
HA-14 collection to be studied by Brandeis doctoral candidate Martin Dudek for his 
dissertation. Between 1993 and 1994, Dudek and several volunteers cleaned and labeled 
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the privy artifacts at the Timelines archaeological laboratory in Charlestown, 
Massachusetts. The only artifacts treated for conservation were leather items, which were 
treated with Polyethylene Glycol (PEG). The privy assemblage was catalogued between 
1994 and 1995 at the John Milner Associates laboratory in Littleton, Massachusetts. Here 
in 1997 Dudek also ran a volunteer program crossmending the ceramic and glass vessels 
(Dudek, personal communication 2017).  
Figure 4.4. Feature 38 privy east chamber stratigraphy (Cheek and Balicki 2000) 
		
87 
Initial analysis employed Stanley South’s Mean Ceramic Date (MCD) formula 
(1977) for establishing the likely range of deposition for each Harris number. South’s 
method aimed to analyze British-American sites based on the known ranges of 
production as identified and outlined by Ivor Noël Hume (1969). South wished to take 
established ceramic typologies and apply them to theoretical problems concerning human 
occupation of early historical sites by identifying patterns of occupation (South 1977: 
209). His formula determined the median production date of a ceramic type using the 
number of sherds recovered from a site producing an average date based on sherd 
quantities (South 1977: 217).  
South’s MCD formula is problematic, especially when applied to nineteenth-
century and later sites. It was designed for use on colonial-period sites. The production 
date ranges of for some ceramic types popular in the nineteenth century (e.g., 
transferprinted wares, ironstone, whiteware, etc.) are often too long to permit the 
researchers to establish an accurate mean date. What is more, mean ceramic dating looks 
at individual ceramic sherds rather than minimum vessels. As noted by other 
archaeologists, there are many factors affecting the numbers of sherds produced by each 
vessel, such as types and severity of breakage of vessels and post-depositional processes 
(Hull 2007: 86). Mean ceramic dates may also represent a “mid-date” for the production 
of ceramic types found on a site, but this date may bear no relationship to the actual use 
and deposition of the items (Miller et al. 2000: 1). For example, even if a ceramic was 
produced during only one year, through curation or second-hand purchase it might not 
have entered into use or been discarded on a site until decades later. Many artifact 
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classifications were assigned before cross-mending and therefore rely on inaccurate form 
identification. Dudek also used ceramic artifacts to establish a MCD for each of the 
Harris numbers within the privy, therefore, for my purposes, I needed to employ different 
levels of analysis to more accurately date the use and deposition of artifacts within the 
site. 
 Because of the mixed context of privy deposits, identifying a precise date of 
deposition can prove difficult. In the 27/29 Endicott Street privy deposit there were 
several artifacts with specific marked dates of production or distribution (such as ceramic 
vessels with kite marks or embossed bottles with dates included with the company 
information) as well as artifacts with relatively tight dates of production as identified by 
patterns or forms. When examined as a whole it is likely that deposition of the materials 
under study occurred sometime in the second half of the 1870s, given the terminus post 
quem offered by a Sandford’s Jamaica Ginger bottle marked “Registered 1876.” This 
product was available from 1876 through the remainder of the nineteenth century and 
later, so it is likely that the bottle was deposited when the privy chambers were filled and 
capped.  
 It is unlikely that the 27/29 Endicott Street privy artifacts were deposited over the 
course of the privy’s use as the privy would have been cleaned regularly to prevent 
premature filling and odor. No other privy shafts were encountered during survey inside 
the boundaries of the house lot. I will discuss hypotheses for the filling episode in later 
chapters. If observing the date ranges of ceramics and glass with datable patterns or 
marks, artifacts were largely produced during the period in which the brothel was active 
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(or directly pre- or post-dating active brothel occupation). There are, however, several 
ceramics vessels with patterns predating building construction (such as the blue on white 
transferprint pattern “Montes Pyrenenses” produced by Hulme and Sons between 1828 
and 1830 or the brown on white transferprint pattern “Canova” produced by T. Mayer 
between 1826 and 1838). It is highly likely, therefore, that the occupants of 27/29 were 
either purchasing wares second hand or curating pieces over several decades. Because of 
this, dating the privy deposit solely through the ceramic artifacts is unreliable.  
 
Previous Studies of the 27/29 Endicott Collection 
 My analysis of the 27/29 Endicott Privy assemblage draws on over two decades 
of research into different elements of the collection presented in conference papers, 
undergraduate senior theses, master’s theses, dissertations, and book chapters. While my 
dissertation will provide the first comprehensive study of the collection, it is important to 
note the contributions of past research that this work will build upon. Earliest study 
occurred during initial laboratory analysis and used the Mean Ceramic Date formula to 
roughly date the different strata. Because of this, the first researchers linked the 
assemblage to Dr. William Padelford (after 1867) rather than the earlier brothel 
occupation. It was not until much later that dating of individual privy artifacts showed 
that most were likely acquired in the previous two decades of the nineteenth century.  
 In 1995 Thomas Doyle completed a Master’s Thesis at University of 
Massachusetts Boston analyzing several glass assemblages and included the glass from 
the Endicott Street privy. In his thesis, Doyle noted the large number of pressed glass 
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tumblers. While many are decorative, the majority are of a plainer, paneled “bar glass” 
variety. In his interpretation, Doyle proposed the possibility that the number of plain 
tumblers may have reflected their use in Padelford’s medical practice rather than in the 
entertaining done by Mary Padelford (neé Lake) (Doyle 1995). In making this 
interpretation, he draws on Milena Benes’ senior honors thesis completed that same year 
(1995) in which she proposed that the high proportion of undecorated ceramics suggested 
that the Padelfords were a lower-middle class family. Both of these researchers viewed 
the collection as representative of a typical household with associated medical practices. 
At the time, the only known historical documentation affiliating the site with prostitution 
was the occupation by Mary Lake as reported in the 1866 Tax Valuation (Boston Tax 
Valuations 1866).  
 In a 1999 Northeastern Anthropological Association conference paper, Martin 
Dudek explored the assemblage in terms of household consumption. In his analysis, he 
recognized the likelihood of contribution to the assemblage by the female-run household 
of Louisa Cowen in addition to the household and medical practice of Dr. Padelford. 
Dudek provides a detailed description of ceramic vessel numbers in an attempt to 
associate deposition phases with specific strata. Because Dudek applied MCD to the 
crossmended artifacts from the privy, he dated each of the strata individually and 
suggested that the privy was filled gradually. The dates that he calculated suggested to 
him a “temporal progression” in the deposits (Dudek 1999: 10).  He argued that the 
abundance of decorated whiteware tea sets and limited dinner sets in deeper strata 
suggests a focus on communal dining and entertaining guests. In the middle strata he 
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notes a transition to fewer decorated wares followed by more demolition materials in the 
later strata (Dudek 1999: 14). Dudek interprets these changes as a representation of 
different household compositions. Although Dudek managed the initial laboratory 
processing of the privy material, unfortunately lack of funding prevented him from 
finishing his dissertation work on the Feature 38 privy assemblage. 
 Sarah Stevens (2000) wrote a master’s thesis at the University of Rhode Island, 
providing a comprehensive analysis of the dress-related artifacts. In particular, she 
focused on buttons, shoe leather, and textiles (including rubber). Stevens’ analysis was 
the first to emphasize the period of prostitution, but, sadly, she was still applying the 
MCD dates to the strata that had been determined by Dudek. She proposed that the wide 
diversity of clothing-related artifacts should be associated with the brothel occupation not 
with the Padelford household (Stevens 2000: 71). Stevens suggests that more varied dress 
practices among the prostitutes of 27/29 Endicott is a reflection of their attempts to attract 
clients and distinguish themselves from other women in the house (Stevens 2000: 71).  
Sarah Stevens and Margaret Ordoñez (2005) expanded on Stevens’ Master’s 
thesis in a journal article that presents a fine-grained analysis of the shoe fragments, 
focusing on manufacturing technology and characteristics (2005). They argued that 
analysis of the construction methods of archaeologically recovered shoes can contribute 
to site dating. Much of this article describes in detail different types of nineteenth-century 
shoe manufacture. Stevens and Ordoñez conclude that there is a large number of worn-
out but unrepaired women's shoes in the Endicott privy. They posit that this is because 
women discard shoes more rapidly than men; they also constrain their dates within the 
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MCDs established by Dudek. Therefore, Stevens and Ordoñez proposed that the larger 
number of women’s shoes were related to the few women present at the site following the 
brothel’s close. Likely these shoes represent their secondary hypothesis: that there was a 
higher turnover of female residents during the time the privy was in use and the brothel 
was active (Stevens and Ordoñez 2005: 23). 
 Following her acquisition of the Endicott Street privy collection in 2001, Mary 
Beaudry published preliminary analysis of the site in her discussion of nineteenth-century 
urban stories. In her interpretation, Beaudry advocated for the development of 
biographies of people previously overlooked—those who needed to be creative in 
negotiating the emerging industrial capitalist landscape of the nineteenth century 
(Beaudry 2002: 251). Beaudry considered the different ceramic types present in the 
assemblage and proposed that it indicated dining practices that might “hint at aspirations 
of respectability if not gentility” (Beaudry 2002: 263). She asks whether this gentility 
might be contributing to how visitors view the brothel’s rank and how mutual business 
interests might have influenced William Padelford and Mary Lakes’s relationship. Was 
their marriage one of convenience for one or both of them? These questions critique the 
approach to the archaeology of brothels as the representation of a “stage” on which 
prostitution was performed. Beaudry’s preliminary interpretations, however, were 
obviated by subsequent research which demonstrated that the connection of the deposit 
exclusively to the Padelfords was inaccurate (Beaudry, personal communication 2017).  
Departmental administrative duties prevented Beaudry from conducting a full 
analysis and interpretation of the privy materials. She provided her artifact analysis class 
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access to the collection in 2008 for their term paper assignments. As a component of the 
course Katrina Eichner conducted an in-depth analysis of the glass vaginal syringes 
recovered from the privy. Eichner concluded that the quality of intact vaginal syringes 
and their high concentration in the privy suggested that multiple people at the site were 
using personal syringes (rather than that Padelford was using them to administer 
medications). She also proposed that they were being used privately by women making 
use if the privacy of the privy, where they were lost, or perhaps using them in their bed 
chambers, where they were accidentally broken and discarded. Eichner associates the 
large number of syringes and syringe parts with the prostitutes working at the brothel 
(Eichner 2008: 20). 
 Amanda Johnson also analyzed part of the privy collection for her term paper, 
choosing to focus on the embossed patent medicine bottles recovered. In her analysis, 
Johnson categorized the patent medicine bottles according to the function promised by 
the manufacturer (e.g., cough medicine, hair restorative, etc.). Johnson was surprised by 
the limited number of abortifacients, feminine health treatments, and cosmetics 
represented in the embossed bottles, particularly given the brothel’s presence on the 
property (Johnson 2008: 39). She proposes that it is possible the unmarked bottles 
recovered might have provided compounds for independent mixing of medications (I 
would also suggest the possibility that they represent the purchase of prescription 
medications from nearby apothecaries) and proposes the utility of future residue analysis 
to test these hypotheses. 
Johnson continued her study of the privy collection in both her Senior 
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Independent Work for Distinction (IWD) thesis (2010) and her Master’s thesis (2012). 
Her IWD focused on artifacts that were involved in the presentation of self. In her thesis, 
Johnson focused her analysis on the lives of the women who worked as prostitutes at the 
brothel rather than on William Padelford. As she attempted to draw a connection between 
the artifact types at the Endicott Street brothel and those at other known and excavated 
brothel sites, Johnson was frustrated to realize just how heavily archaeological studies of 
prostitution rely on their comparison with domestic assemblages (Johnson 2010: 99). She 
argues that by focusing on large numbers of glass and ceramic and sidelining the analysis 
of small finds and personal effects, archaeologists risk decontextualizing the subculture 
of prostitution and making an understanding of the lives of the women employed at these 
sites impossible (Johnson 2010: 99).  
 In her 2012 Master’s thesis, Amanda Johnson focused on the evidence of alcohol 
consumption at the 27/29 Endicott Street brothel in order to discuss social versus private 
drinking in the context of mid-nineteenth-century urban spaces. Johnson applied Erving 
Goffman's dramaturgical approach to alcohol consumption, suggesting that alcohol 
drinking served as both fantasy enhancer and anxiety reducer (Johnson 2012: 2). Johnson 
recognized that while the women working as prostitutes at 27/29 performed an idealized 
yet wild and promiscuous version of womanhood for their clients, they dealt with their 
anxiety and stress in a way that was standard for Victorian women (i.e. through the 
clandestine consumption of alcohol and other narcotics) (Johnson 2012: 2). Although 
Johnson makes compelling arguments about the “backstage” uses of alcohol by sex 
workers as preparation for the evening or in coping with their occupation, she attempted 
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to segregate the brothel into public and private, or “front stage” and “backstage” (Johnson 
2012: 20). Too strict a distinction between public and private spaces in a privy risks 
overlooking the overlap between them. For example, if women were consuming alcohol 
in bedrooms with their clients as an anxiety reducer, could that qualify as backstage use? 
One could argue that such behavior was front stage performance, or perhaps both front- 
and backstage at the same time. Johnson also suggests an explanation for the relatively 
low number of alcohol bottles recovered from the site by proposing that they may have 
been collected by bottlemen or potmen with each new delivery of alcohol (Johnson 2012: 
33). Ultimately, Johnson argues that "in the study of the consumption of alcohol, it is not 
only important to explore the items consumed, but [also] the spatial relationships between 
people and things and the social dynamics involved in consumer choice" (Johnson 2012: 
82). As with all objects recovered archaeologically, artifact assemblages cannot be 
viewed in a vacuum and must be contextualized within the period in which they were 
produced.  
 In her 2014 dissertation, Diana Gallagher analyzed evidence of parasites within 
the privy sediments. Gallagher compared the sediment samples taken during excavation 
of 27/29 Endicott Street to those found in privies found in working- and middle-class 
Boston and Newport, Rhode Island. Gallagher identified whipworm, roundworm, and 
(likely) tapeworm eggs in the Endicott Street privy (Gallagher 2014: 239). She notes that 
the count ranges indicate that the infection of the residents of 27/29 Endicott were 
consistent with levels of parasite infestation common among nineteenth-century urban 
dwellers (Gallagher 2014: 242). Gallagher argues that well-off urban residents took for 
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granted the better sanitation and drainage available to them and were likely ignorant of or 
unconcerned by conditions in the overcrowded, poorer parts of town. Because of this, for 
middle-class reformers filth and disease became synonymous with immoral living 
(Gallagher 2014: 321). The large numbers of parasites present among nineteenth-century 
urban populations Gallagher argues, resulted from civic sanitation issues, not city 
residents’ lack of concern with their own general hygiene (Gallagher 2014: 319).  
Alexander Keim focused his study on a subset of personal adornment artifacts and 
Boston-embossed bottles from the Endicott Privy. Keim expanded his analysis beyond 
the brothel walls to consider the interactions that the women in residence would have 
with the urban landscape of Boston. Keim compares the 27/29 Endicott privy with the 
working-class assemblage of a nineteenth-century privy at the nearby Paul Revere House 
lot. Locating the companies where names appeared on various embossed bottles on a 
contemporary map of Boston, Keim plots “routes” that residents might have taken 
through the city, noting points of intersection. His interpretation of the results led him to 
conclude that personal display was as much a part of movement through nineteenth-
century urban spaces as it was a key element in the construction of identity within the 
brothel (Keim 2015). 
 
 
The Brothel at 27/29 Endicott Street  
The determination of the existence of a brothel at 27/29 Endicott Street required 
several threads of evidence, the first from the 1866 Tax Valuations that listed Mary Lake 
(and several other women in the neighborhood) as having the occupation of 
		
97 
“prostitution.” When I examined the census and city directory data, it became clear to me 
that that the character of residency changed dramatically between 1853 and 1867. By 
1853 the number of individuals who listed 27 or 29 Endicott Street as their residence in 
the Boston City Directory dropped from an average of four per year to one woman—the 
widow Mary A. Adams (Table 4.1). For the following 12 years single females, first Mary 
A. Adams and, after 1857, Louisa Cowan, were listed as the primary residents of the 
property with no occupation reported (Adams 1850-1857; Adams, Sampson, & Co. 1858-
1867).  In 1859, an anonymous author under the pen name “A. Free Loveyer” included 
the property in a gentlemen’s “sporting guide,” or guide book to houses of prostitution 
(specifically in New York but including other prominent east coast cities). In his 
description of New York houses of prostitution, Loveyer devoted considerable space to 
description of amenities available at the various brothels, judging the charms and 
attractions of the madams and young women employed at them—often with a highly 
critical eye. The 27/29 Endicott Street brothel appears at the top of Loveyer’s list of only 
six recommended Boston brothels, despite the wide variety of venues devoted to the sex 
trade in the city during this time (Loveyer 1859: 49). Three of the six brothels Loveyer 
recommended had Endicott Street addresses (Loveyer 1859: 49). The other three brothels 
listed were in the West End. 
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Year of 
Occupation 
House 
# Name of Tenant Occupation 
1845 21 Thomas Whittemore Stabler 
 19 Samuel Safford Carriage maker 
 19 James Scott none listed 
 19 Thomas M. Field none listed 
1847 none James Scott Fruit  
 none Thomas M. Field Laborer 
 none Samuel Safford Carriage maker 
1848 none James Scott Fruit  
 none Thomas M. Field Laborer 
 none Samuel Safford Carriage maker 
 none Emerson Field Musician 
1849 21 Thomas Field none listed 
 21 Samuel Safford Carriage maker 
 21 Nathaniel O. Hart Housewright 
 19 John F. Gove Grocer 
1850 21 John F. Gove Grocer 
 21 Nathaniel O. Hart Housewright 
 19 John Rourke none listed 
1851 21 John F. Gove Grocer 
 21 Nathaniel O. Hart (business) Housewright 
 21 John G. Moriarty (boards) Clerk 
 21 John Wadleigh (boards) Clerk 
 19 Robert H. Dolliver (boards) Cutter 
 19 Lydia B. Swift (boards) none listed 
 19 James S. Leftwich (boards) Clerk 
 19 Charles E. Hall (boards) Waiter 
 19 James R. Jones (boards) Cabinet-maker 
1852 27 Isaac C. Whitcomb Grocer 
 27 Robert H. Dolliver (boards) Cutter 
 29 Levi Phillips (boards) Painter 
 29 Daniel Newman (boards) Mariner 
1853 27 & 29 Unknown none listed 
1854 27 Mary A. Adams Widow 
 27 Isaac C. Whitcomb Grocer 
1855 27 Mary A. Adams Widow 
1856 27&29 Unknown none listed 
1857 29 Mrs. Louisa Cowen none listed 
Table	4.1.	Residents	of	27/29	Endicott	Street	between	1845	and	1880	
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In addition to information gleaned from the Boston City Directory, federal and 
state census data for 1855, 1860, and 1865 also show that Mary Adams and Louisa 
Cowen were sharing their residence with multiple women below age 30, usually with no 
occupation listed, lending credence to the hypothesis that 27/29 Endicott Street operated 
Year of 
Occupation 
House 
# Name of Tenant Occupation 
1858 29 Mrs. Louisa Cowen none listed 
1859 29 Louisa Cowen none listed 
1860 29 Louisa Cowen Keeping House 
1861 29 Mrs. Louisa Cowen none listed 
1862 29 Mrs. Louisa Cowen none listed 
1863 27&29 Louisa Cowen none listed 
1864 27 Louisa Cowen Boarding House 
1865 27 Louisa Cowen Keeping House 
1866 27&29 Mary Lake Prostitution 
1867 27 William W. Gray Police Officer 
 29 William F. Padelford Physician 
1868 27 William Trickey (boards) Blacksmith 
 27 John McCarty (boards) Carpenter 
 27 Charles Jesser (boards) Baker 
 29 William Padelford Physician 
1869 29 William F. Padelford Physician 
1870 27 Isaac Segar Jeweler 
 27 Luella Inas Keeping House 
 29 William F. Padelford Surgeon 
1871 27&29 William F. Padelford Physician 
1872 27&29 William F. Padelford Physician 
1873 29 William F. Padelford Physician 
1874 27&29 William F. Padelford Physician 
1875 27&29 William F. Padelford Physician 
1876 27&29 William F. Padelford Physician 
1877 27 Luther B. Hall Gent 
1878 27&29 Luther B. Hall Gent 
1879 27 House by Females none listed 
1880 27&29 Robert Emerson Lodgers 
    
Table	4.1.	Continued	
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as a house of prostitution during these years (Table 4.2) (Massachusetts State Census 
1855: 295; U.S. Federal Census 1860:181; Massachusetts State Census 1865). The 
majority of brothel employees during these three census years were American-born 
women from New England, even though the North End had a very high immigrant 
population. Indeed, only two of the nine women working for Mary Adams were Irish-
born foreigners. When Louisa Cowan and her employees were recorded at the site in 
1860, all of the women working for her were American. Additionally, the census lists two 
Black servants—25-year-old Adeline Jones and 24-year-old Sarah Hill, both from 
Massachusetts. The 1865 Massachusetts census reported that among the seven women 
under Louisa’s employ that year, three were foreign-born women working for Cowan as 
prostitutes (Dora Adams from England, Emma Healy from Ireland, and Carrie Allen from 
Nova Scotia). She also employed a white servant from Nova Scotia, Margaret Hobo 
(Massachusetts State Census 1855: 181). The 1865 census also recorded the first 
appearance at the house of the prostitute Mary Lake from Maine, who would take over 
the running of the brothel the following year. Mary appears as the brothel’s madam in the 
1866 Tax Valuations (Boston Tax Valuation 1866) and 1866 and 1867 city directories 
(Sampson, Davenport, & Co. 1866-1867). Perhaps when the land was sold to Dennis 
Flagg in 1867 (Suffolk County Deeds 1867: ___), he chose not to condone a brothel as a 
tenant at 27/29 Endicott Street as that year the residence changed back to a 
boardinghouse with no documentary evidence of organized prostitution (i.e., with a 
manager or madam).  	
 
 
Table	4.1.	Continued	
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Table 4.2. Residents of the 27/29 Endicott Street Brothel 
 
1855 Residents      
Name Age Occupation Nationality   
[Mary] A. Adams 35 None American (VT)   
Mary Colby 20 None Irish   
Margaret Sullivan 28 None Irish   
Eliza McMohan 22 None American (VT)   
Catherine Manlin 18 None American (NH)   
J. Ordinay  17 None American (ME)   
Ellen Pinkham 22 None American (NH)    
Jane Clark 19 None American (MA)    
J. Morton 20 none  American (MA)    
Eliza Thompson 21 None American (RI)   
      
1860 Residents       
Name Age Occupation Nationality   
Louisa Cline 
[Cowan] 31 None American (MA)   
Anna Hamilton 24 None American (NH)   
Fannie Roberts 19 Milliner  American (MA)   
Eva Clark 17 None American (MA)   
Eba Heath 22 Dressmaker American (ME)   
Anna Heath 19 Dressmaker American (ME)   
Adeline Jones  25 Domestic American (MA) 
 Sarah Hill 24 Domestic American (MA) 
      
1865 Residents      
Name Age Occupation Nationality    
Louisa L. Cowan 35 None American (VT)   
Dora Adams 23 None English   
Emma Healy 20 None Irish   
Carrie Allen 23 None Nova Scotian    
Jennie Franklin 19 None American (NY)   
Lottie Forrest 21 None American (VT)   
Mary Lake* 24 None American (ME)   
Esther Cameron 20 None American (ME)   
Margaret Hobo 28 Servant Nova Scotian    
      
* Mary Lake is recorded the following year associated with 
prostitution and as the primary occupant in the street books  
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Post-Brothel Occupation 
 
 In 1867, Mary Lake married William Padelford, a homeopathic doctor who 
moved his practice to 29 Endicott Street (Massachusetts Vital Records 1867). That same 
year, the harbor police officer William Gray was recorded as a tenant in the tax valuation  
book and the Boston City Directory (Boston Tax Valuation 1867). Between 1867 and 
1870, multiple tenants appear in the City Directory as boarders at the site, including  
several children of the Inas and Segar families, who also appear in the 1870 census (U.S.  
Federal Census 1870: 204). In addition to Mary’s son George Lake, who joined the  
Padelford family in the 1870 census, Alice Doyle, a 30-year-old tailoress was also 
recorded in the 1870 census as part of the Padelford household. Because of her Maine 
birthplace and the fact that Mary’s maiden name was Doyle, it is likely that Alice was 
somehow related to Mary.  In 1874, Mary gave birth to Alice Padelford, who died of 
cholera infanta the following month.  
In 1876, the Padelfords left Endicott Street, first moving to 203 Eliot Street and 
then to 88 Portland Street the following year. The 27/29 Endicott Street property appears 
to have been occupied exclusively by the gentleman Luther B. Hall during 1877 and 1878 
(Sampson, Davenport, & Co. 1877-1878; Boston Tax Valuation 1877-1878). No 
residents were recorded at either address in the 1879 Boston City Directories, but the tax 
valuation recorded the residence as a “house by females.” This perhaps suggests a short-
lived brothel, but there is no other documentary evidence to support this. The driver 
Robert Emerson and his wife Minnie were in residence at 27 Endicott Street in 1880 and 
apparently continued to reside at the property until sometime near the end of the 1880s 
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(Sampson, Davenport, & Co. 1880-1884; Sampson, Murdoch, & Co. 1885-1890).  
  
Associating the Privy Assemblage with the Brothel Occupation 
Just as identifying the brothel occupation period required multiple lines of 
evidence, associating the privy assemblage with the brothel period also required careful 
analysis of the archaeological material. As previous research has demonstrated, there is 
no single brothel “signature” based on finds alone that might aid archaeologists in 
identifying a given site as a brothel (Seifert 2005: 2), Substantial documentary research is 
required. Previous studies have noted an increased number of alcohol and cosmetic 
materials at brothel sites, in comparison with contemporary domestic assemblages 
(Costello 2003: 187), but in the case of 27/29 Endicott Street, both types of artifacts are 
remarkably few in number.  
The initial reliance on mean ceramic dating (MCD) of the assemblage (Dudek 
1996) hindered a quicker linkage of the privy assemblage with the brothel occupation. 
The large percentage of transfer-printed wares and ironstone in the assemblage (both of 
which have a long range of production) influenced an inaccurately high MCD. The 
earliest MCDs (those calculated for Harris numbers 233 and 235) place the deposit 
between the middle of the 1860s to the 1880s. By identifying manufacture dates for 
specific transfer patterns, glassware patterns, and embossed medical bottles, however, I 
was able to develop a more reliable date for manufacture of artifacts in the deposit, 
placing them at least a decade earlier than originally calculated. Some individual artifacts 
predate the construction of the building. I discuss these dates and their significance 
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below.  
Earlier research into the 27/29 Endicott Street privy employing the MCD focused 
on the occupation of the site by Dr. William Padelford and his practice. This led to 
incorrect association of the abundant paraphernalia related to general female hygiene as 
evidence of William Padelford’s medical practice. In fact, these artifacts, such as vaginal 
syringes for douching and astringents such as copaiba oil, provide evidence for a large 
number of women living at the space, all of whom were exceptionally concerned with 
preventing pregnancy or sexually transmitted diseases. This better aligns with the use of 
the space as a brothel than that of a private medical practice—especially of the sort 
Padelford supposedly practiced—which the revised dates for the deposit readily permit. 
The association of the BOS-HA-14 privy feature with the mid-nineteenth-century brothel 
at 27/29 Endicott Street required substantial lines of evidence, both involving artifact 
analysis and study of historical documents. Because it is the only confirmed collection of 
its kind in the city of Boston, it has potential for informing historians about prostitution in 
Boston and archaeologists alike. In the following chapter I provide an analysis of the 
types of artifacts recovered from the Endicott Street privy, examining them in terms of 
material, form, completeness, and items that would have been used together.    	  
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Chapter 5 
Analysis of the 27/29 Endicott Street Privy artifacts 
Focusing on the lived experiences of women living and working at the brothel at 
27/29 Endicott Street as well as their clientele allows me to make use of and build upon 
earlier studies. My approach necessitates linking artifacts related to personal or private 
identities with evidence of the sensorial experiences within the brothel space. I will 
provide possible hypotheses for why the privy was filled and capped in the manner that it 
was and how this may reflect life within 27/29 Endicott Street. On gaining access to the 
collection for my dissertation work, I consolidated the vessel data compiled by Dudek 
and volunteers in the 1990s with the original, un-crossmended catalogue digitized by 
Alexander Keim into a comprehensive database using the program Filemaker Pro. In 
addition to creating a detailed digital catalog, I created linked tables for glass and ceramic 
vessels. In 2015, Anna Goldfield analyzed the privy’s faunal remains, identifying species 
and elements and creating a coded spreadsheet that was imported into a linked table 
within the master database. In 2017 Kristen Wroth analyzed the botanical elements from 
the privy and identified the macrobotanicals. I imported this information into linked 
tables within the master database as well. 
  
Analysis of Artifacts Recovered from the 27/29 Endicott Street Privy 
The assemblage from the 27/29 Endicott Street privy context is composed of 
7,956 individual artifacts that can be subdivided into seven material classes (glass, 
ceramic, faunal, botanical, metal, leather, and “other”). Before I could examine the 
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artifacts as sub-assemblages, I found it necessary to quantify the minimum numbers of 
vessels or individual objects within each material class, identify the vessel forms 
represented, examine those artifacts that were decorated versus those that were plain, and 
apply this information to dating strategies if possible. Of the raw artifact counts of 
different material classes, glass represented 26 percent (n= 2068), ceramic 25.4 percent 
(n= 2016), faunal material (including shell) 16 percent (n= 1269), botanical material 
(including wood) 22.3 percent (n= 1773), metal 3.2 percent (n= 256), leather 2.2 percent 
(n= 176), and “other” materials 5 percent (n=396) (Figure 5.1).   
 
Depositional Processes of Nineteenth-century Privies 
Most archaeologists writing about privy contexts large (and rightly) do so to 
analyze the objects within as they would have been used before being deposited. Because 
many privies are lined, and most are capped and relatively undisturbed when they are 
Figure 5.1. Percentages of artifacts by material 
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closed, the preservation provides a unique opportunity to study large quantities of 
household materials, including items like organics that might not preserve as well 
otherwise (Landon and Bulger 2013: 132). Those archaeologists that do examine the 
nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century privies themselves, largely focuses on the 
structural standardization of the privy chambers and how they reflected changing 
philosophies about hygiene and sanitation (e.g. Stottman 2000, Peña and Denmon 2000, 
Crane 2000, Carnes-McNaugton and Harper 2000). Geismar’s 1993 discussion of 
evidence for changes in privy construction following the passing of strict public hygiene 
laws in New York City provides a detailed discussion of the practices that act against the 
gradual deposition of materials during the use of privies: the regular cleaning out of the 
privy chamber. Some of the work being done on defining the depositional processes 
involved in privy assemblages comes largely from the study of inn and tavern 
“clearance” deposits (e.g., Boothroyd and Higgins 2005; Pearce 2000).  
Because of the regular cleaning over the course of a privy’s life, most material 
found within it represents a single depositional episode, what some refer to as “structured 
deposition” (after Garrow 2012). The theory of structured deposition, however are 
borrowed from archaeologists studying the Neolithic and attempts to identify distinctions 
between ritual and mundane depositions. Although privy assemblages might be 
considered structured depositions because they represent 'strangeness' or 'alterity’ 
(Garrow 2012: 114) when compared to other forms of deposition, historical 
archaeologists are fortunate in being able to use documentary evidence to hypothesize 
why a deposition occurred. Most often in the case of privies, structured deposition occurs 
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through the permanent or temporary abandonment of the associated dwelling and the 
closing and filling of the privy shaft or shafts (Wheeler 2000: 12). 
 This is not to say that artifacts deposited during the privy’s use cannot be 
recovered during excavation of a privy shaft. McCarthy and Ward (2000: 13) describe six 
depositional behaviors or processes that can result in the filling of privy features: direct 
deposition of human and other wastes; accidental loss of objects; deliberate placement of 
artifacts and other materials for use as “percolation” drainage; gradual, long-term 
accumulation of direct household discards; the rapid deposition of household refuse; or 
redeposition of household refuse originally deposited elsewhere on the property. The 
problem of temporality plagues archaeologists studying privy assemblages. As Cessford 
argues, the most important approach to better understanding large assemblages is to 
critique and interrogate the deposit’s temporality—not just the inherent material 
temporality, but also connections between the decision to discard an item with the act of 
deposition (Cessford 2017: 188). It cannot be understated, however, that privies would be 
cleaned regularly, not just for practicality, but also because of prevailing health concerns 
of the period (Geismar 1998); many depositional episodes would not have resulted in the 
complete filling with archaeological material that characterizes privies that were 
deliberately closed such as the one on the 27/29 Endicott lot.  
 Determining depositional processes that affect the contents of privies is essential 
in attempting to understand who used the objects and other materials that were 
incorporated into the fill prior to its deposition. For example, McCarthy and Ward note 
that percolation fills associated with privy use might not be associated with site residents 
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(i.e. they could be refuse produced by households on other properties) (McCarthy and 
Ward 2000: 113). This scenario, however, seems rather unlikely. While percolation fills 
are broadly similar to backfill matrices, they generally contain fewer items and most 
often occur in cesspits and planting beds rather than privies—again, they would be 
removed in instances of regular filling (Cessford 2017: 174). Large assemblages of 
artifacts recovered from privies represent an extreme on the continuum of depositional 
practice known as “clearance groups,” defined by Jacqueline Pearce (2000: 145) as 
“closed deposits of deliberately discarded, everyday household artifacts, with little 
evidence for chronological contamination, representing the final fill of a substantial cut 
feature, such as a cesspit, well, or cistern, in which the contents are preserved in a 
discrete assemblage.”. Pearce notes that each feature would have needed regular cleaning 
during its active lifetime, kept clear of excess accumulated debris, and the ultimate fill 
episode likely represents a large-scale clear-out of selected goods from entities (usually 
households) that used the feature, coinciding with its closure (Pearce 2000: 145).   
 According to Pearce, clear-out episodes create distinctive fill features categorized 
by:  
1. Large quantities of pottery. Because of breakability, ceramics have a relatively 
rapid turnover and are not easily recyclable (unlike glass) or resalable when 
damaged. 
2. Generally high proportions of large joining sherds and vessels that can be 
substantially reconstructed, suggesting that they were either thrown away 
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intact because they were damaged, outmoded, or no longer wanted, or freshly 
broken and all recoverable fragments discarded at the same time.  
3. Typically closely datable, often to within 10 - 20 years and include a high 
proportion of fabrics and forms in contemporaneous use. Pearce notes that 
groups with a tight date range may also include some vessels that may, for 
various reasons, have had a longer life than average. She suggests that it is 
possible that they were valued as heirlooms or “antiques.” I would add to this 
the possibility of non-sentimental, functional curation (“it is not broken so 
why replace it?”) or secondhand purchase.  
4. Chronological contamination is normally minimal with little residual or 
intrusive material present. 
5. Far lower degree of fragmentation and abrasion than deposits accumulated 
over many years or decades, signifying a single deposition episode. 
 Despite these useful guidelines with which to think about privy deposition, not all 
deposits follow the patterns outlined by Pierce and others. The 1830s privy excavated on 
the Spencer-Pierce-Little farm property contained large, intact ceramic vessels beneath 
the privy base to provide drainage (Beaudry 2010:71). A privy excavated in the 
Blackstone block (only a few streets over from the Endicott Street Privy) contained intact 
nightsoil with remnants of the privy superstructure thrown into the privy pit followed by 
the items discarded by former, possibly evicted, residents of one of the eighteenth-
century houses fronting the laneway (Beaudry, personal communication 2018). More 
contemporaneous to the Endicott Street deposit, one of the privies from the Boott Mills 
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boardinghouse contained non-residential debris (Beaudry 1987: 71). Considerable 
variation in fill among different privies strongly suggest that archaeologists should 
evaluate each deposit on a case-by-case basis instead of seeking overarching patterns in 
deposition.  
 
Depositional Processes within the Endicott Street Privy 
For the most part, all material types are found in the privy strata in significant 
quantities (figure 5.2). The exception is HN 236, likely the stratum capping the east 
chamber; apart from glass fragments, overall there were few materials recovered from 
HN 236. In the east chamber, HN 236 contained 415 artifacts, HN 234 contained 1,543 
artifacts, and HN 235 contained 1,636 artifacts. The artifacts in the east chamber 
comprised two ceramic vessels and 12 glass vessels in HN 236; 39 ceramic vessels and 
88 glass vessels in HN 234; and 64 ceramic vessels and 38 glass vessels in HN 235. The 
west chamber, in general, had greater artifact numbers, with 1,806 individual artifacts in 
HN 230 and 2375 individual artifacts in HN 233. These artifact numbers comprised 94 
ceramic vessels and 98 glass vessels in HN 230 and 72 ceramic vessels and 24 glass 
vessels in HN 233. Interestingly, faunal (both bone and shell) and botanical remains were 
recovered throughout both chambers. As food refuse is not curated within a household in 
the same way that ceramics might be, for example, it is highly likely that the food 
remains represent a secondary deposition, likely to supplement the household material 
fill.  
As mentioned, cleanly dating the deposit through a practice such as Mean 
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Figure 5.2. Artifact quantities by Harris number 
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Ceramic dating is not possible. Even establishing a TPQ proves difficult given the long 
dates of manufacture of some of the recovered materials. The most recent date (TPQ), 
however, is provided by a “Sanford’s Jamaica Ginger” bottle. This light aqua rectangular 
pharmaceutical bottle is embossed “SANFORD'S/Jamaica Ginger/The Quintessence of 
Jamaica Ginger/Choice Aromatics and French Brandy/Registered 1876//Weeks + 
Potter//Boston Mass USA." Although Jamaica Ginger was produced until well into the 
first half of the twentieth century, its earliest production date of 1876 falls very close to 
the timing of the Padelfords departure from Endicott Street and therefore provides a good 
TPQ for the clearance episode.  
 
Glass 
 Glass is most abundant in the assemblage with 2068 individual artifacts. 
Individual glass objects and fragments were further classified by color; there are 892 
colorless fragments, 602 light aqua fragments, 209 aqua fragments, 70 green fragments, 
132 olive-colored fragments, 51 amber-colored fragments, 12 amethyst-colored 
fragments, 8 cobalt-colored fragments, and 1 colorless fragment with red paint or 
enameling (Figure 5.3). Flat fragments could be classified as window glass (which 
dominated the flat glass fragments in the collection) and mirror glass, identified by silver-
colored metal residue remaining on one side. There are 30 colorless window glass 
fragments, 351 light aqua fragments, and 22 green fragments. The 14 mirror fragments all 
have a base of light aqua glass. Two hundred and seventy-two minimum glass vessels 
were identified and fell into 10 subcategories of vessel form: embossed bottle; plain 
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bottle; tumbler; stemware; jar; other table glass; decorative glass; syringes; lamp pieces; 
and “other” types (a pair of dress shields for nursing mothers, and 3 bird cage seed cups. 
Plain or unembossed bottles (n=121) are the most prevalent vessel form of glass vessel 
followed by paneled or pressed tumblers (n=43) (Figure 5.4). All tumblers are colorless. 
 Embossed bottles provided information about consumption and, unexpectedly, 
allowed for a narrower window of purchase and use than previously assumed. Sixty-four 
of the glass vessels identified are embossed bottles and, of these, the majority contain 
enough of the label to allow for company identification. If examined by type, the 
embossed bottles represent 7 alcohol bottles (in the form of whiskey flasks with 
embossed images), 9 mineral water bottles, 1 blueing bottle, 12 patent medicine bottles, 5 
Figure 5.3.  Percentage of glass artifacts by glass color 
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apothecary bottles, 8 perfume bottles, 5 hair tonic or restorative bottles, 4 “Sozodont” (or 
branded tooth powder) bottles, and 2 ink bottles. Twelve are too fragmentary to be 
identified. Sixteen products were produced by Boston companies, 26 were produced in 
another American state or city such as Philadelphia or New York, and 2 were foreign 
products (it should be noted that the two foreign products were bottles of Lubin perfume 
from France). 
 In 2016, volunteer Nicolas Quesada surveyed the Boston apothecaries referenced 
on embossed bottles to identify where they were located geographically over time. Using 
the Boston City Directory for the years between 1840 and 1880, he found that most of the 
companies represented in the privy assemblage listed addresses for store fronts in the 
immediate neighborhood of the Endicott brothel for at least a year between 1850 and 
Figure 5.4. Number of glass vessel forms by glass color 
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1870 with others reporting storefronts further south later in the nineteenth century. From 
this he inferred it was unlikely that the inhabitants of 27/29 were travelling to different 
locations in the city from those within two blocks of their residential address and that the 
purchase (if not disposal) of those bottles could be traced to the years that the business 
was in the neighborhood (Quesada 2016). It seems likely that residents of 27/29 Endicott 
Street may have either shopped locally for products made elsewhere than in Boston or 
ordered them by mail for “home delivery.”  
 Alcohol consumption at the brothel is indicated by limited evidence. This 
assemblage consists of 16 beverage alcohol bottles: 5 wine or champagne bottles (at least 
2 might represent champagne bottles as 2 champagne corks were recovered); 10 figured 
whiskey flasks; 1 case gin bottle. More information about the scale of consumption of 
alcohol at 27/29 Endicott can be gleaned through analysis of the drinking glassware. Of 
the glass drinking vessels, 43 are tumblers, 18 are goblet-sized stemware, and 1 is a 
cordial glass. Many of the glass drinking vessels are in matched sets. Among the 
tumblers, the most common style is round with fluted sides, a form identified by Doyle as 
“bar” style tumblers (represented by 25 vessels) (Doyle 1995: 108 and for the stemware, 
the “Ashburton” pattern is the most common (with 6 vessels).  
 An important element of the brothel environment would have been the lighting 
available. Lighting or lamp glass includes both shade and chimney glass as well as base 
and font glass. Overall there are 146 individual artifacts identified as lamp or lighting 
glass in the collection (the actual number might be higher: some glass fragments were 
undiagnostic). Of these, 131 are identified as globe or chimney fragments. Base and font 
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fragments were assigned vessel numbers; this artifact type represents 13 minimum glass 
vessels. Of interest is the fact that, of the 13 lamp vessels, 7 were fragments of “finger 
lamp” fonts or small portable lamps that could be carried in one hand (figure 5.5). 
Unfortunately, none of the lighting or lamp glass recovered contributes to the popular 
image of a “red light.” All lamp or lighting shade or chimney glass recovered was 
colorless. Additionally, very little of the recovered lamp and lighting glass was frosted or 
decorated in any way. Only 1 frosted and enameled lamp shade was identified.  
 
Ceramics  
 Ceramics are the second largest class of artifacts recovered from the 27/29 
Endicott Street privy with 2,016 individual ceramic items identified. These could be 
Figure 5.5. Extant example of glass finger 
lamp 
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classed into 14 general types: undecorated whiteware or pearlware, molded whiteware or 
pearlware, transferprinted whiteware or pearlware, ironstone, porcelain, yellow ware, 
mochaware, annular ware, stoneware, redware, handpainted whiteware or pearlware, 
Rockingham type, shell-edged pearlware, ball clay, and brick or architectural ceramics. 
Undecorated whiteware or pearlware represent the largest type with 485 individual 
ceramic artifacts (or roughly 28%). Transferprinted whiteware or pearlware is the second 
most common ceramic type with 439 individual vessels (or roughly 25%). The last 
significantly represented type is undecorated white ironstone (300 vessels or roughly 
17%). All other ceramic types are present in smaller quantities (Figure 5.6).    
  
Figure 5.6. Ceramic types by total artifact counts 
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These proportions change slightly when ceramic types are observed in terms of 
vessel counts. The ceramic artifacts recovered represent a minimum of 344 vessels. 
Because they are not vessels, I analyzed the brick or architectural and ball clay type 
objects separately. I was able to identify minimum numbers of vessels are accounted for: 
transferprinted whiteware or pearlware is the most numerous type with 83 vessels 
(roughly 26%). The next most numerous types are ironstone (70 vessels, roughly 22%) 
and undecorated whiteware or pearlware (69 vessels, roughly 21%). Other ceramic types 
were represented in small quantities in the sherd counts (Figure 5.7).  
I sorted the vessels preliminarily into 21 general forms: plates (further categorized 
into dinner or table plates, soup plates, luncheon plates, twifflers, muffins, and saucers), 
bowls, cups and mugs, teapots, serving dishes, cooking pots, dairy wares, basins, 
Figure 5.7. Ceramic forms by type 
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pitchers, chamber pots, flower pots, vases, bottles, storage containers, decorative wares 
(such as figurines), and “other” (which includes a faience cosmetic jar, a Rockingham 
type spittoon, and other noteworthy but unidentifiable forms). Cups and mugs are the 
most numerous form with 68 vessels represented (about 20%). Perhaps unsurprisingly, 
the next most numerous form is saucers with 62 minimum vessels identified (about 18%) 
(Figure 5.7). I offer more detailed analysis of these general forms and how they vary 
across ceramic types in subsequent chapters.  
 
Faunal Remains 
 The faunal materials recovered from the privy fall into two categories: bones and 
shell. Bones dominate the faunal assemblage with 910 individual fragments: 589 
mammal bones; 104 bird bones; and 217 fish bones. Faunal materials classified as shell 
are made up of 107 mollusk fragments, 55 bird eggshell fragments, and 41 lobster shell 
fragments. The collection also contains materials identified as bone and shell in the form 
of specialized artifacts—bone tooth brushes, flatware handles, and bone or shell buttons. 
Because these are utilitarian artifacts, I analyzed them separately from the faunal 
materials, considering them as personal effects and artifacts related to clothing.  
 In 2016, Anna Goldfield from the Boston University Department of Archaeology 
analyzed the bones from the collection, focusing particularly on the mammal remains. 
She identified the taxon, element, side, and age at death when possible. She determined 
that the mammal remains could be further classified as Sus (pig), Bovid (beef), Feline, 
and Ovis (sheep): other specimens were too fragmentary to be classified as other than 
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“large mammal,” “large mammal that is likely bovid,” “large or medium mammal,” 
“medium mammal,” “medium mammal that is likely sheep (but otherwise goat),” “small 
or medium mammal,” “small mammal,” and “indeterminate.” The largest represented 
taxon is Sus with 199 remains (or roughly 34 percent of all mammal bones) followed by 
“medium mammal that is likely sheep” with 162 (or roughly 28 percent of all mammal 
bones) (Figure 5.8). The faunal remains that can be definitively classed by taxa produce a 
calculated minimum number of individuals (MNI) of 21 Bovid, 19 Sus, 9 Ovis, and 3 
Feline. The MNI is likely lower than it should be because of the small size and poor 
condition of so many of the bone fragments.   
 
Age at death of mammals offer classification in categories of “adult,” “young 
adult,” “either adult or young adult,” “juvenile,” “either juvenile or young adult,” 
“infant,” “infant or fetal,” “indeterminate” (for elements in which fusion occurs, but were 
too fragmentary to assist identification of the state of fusion), and “not applicable” (for 
Figure 5.8. Proportions of mammal, bird, and fish bones 
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elements on which fusion does not occur). Much of the faunal material cannot be 
classified by age because it is either of indeterminate age (n=200) or it is an element that 
cannot be aged (n=88). Of the elements that can be aged, however, most are from 
juveniles (n=134) or from the “either young adult or adult” group (n=96) (Figure 5.6). 
This suggests a preference for cuts of meat from younger animals (e.g., veal or lamb 
versus beef or mutton). 
 The bird remains are so fragmentary that only a few taxa were identified, among 
them chicken (or medium birds that are likely chicken), goose, and turkey. The bird 
remains were dominated by chicken (or medium birds, likely chicken), with 56 total 
elements (54%). Both wild and domestic species of goose and turkey were recovered 
from the privy but in considerably smaller numbers than chicken: turkey (n=8) and goose 
(n=7). While chicken remains represented almost the all elements of the bird, most of the 
turkey and goose bones are legs and wings, with the exception being a goose coracoid 
and keel bone. While the wide range of chicken bone elements suggests the preparation 
of roast chicken, it is just as likely whole turkeys and geese were also roasted and the 
other elements simply did not preserve in the archaeological record or get deposited in 
the privy.  
 Fish remains were even more fragmented than bird remains but largely fell into 
vertebral (n=59), cranial (n=85), or rib elements (n=73). Rib elements were for the most 
part non-diagnostic, so more taxa may be present than identified. The most prevalent 
taxon conclusively identified was cod (n=97, 45%). Mackerel or herring and moronidae 
(likely bass) were identified, by a single vertebral element apiece. Of the cod, all 
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elemental groups (cranial, vertebral, and rib) were recovered. The single rib fragment 
attributed to cod was so large that it was determined to have only possibly come from one 
of the ancestrally large cod that New England was known for in the past but had been 
largely fished out by the middle of the nineteenth century.  
 
Botanicals 
 The botanical materials considered here are specifically food plants or what could 
have been used as decorative plants. Of these, 1480 botanical elements were identified 
and analyzed. There were 254 wood fragments identified, however all appear to be 
broken tools or other implements or debris, likely from demolition. Because of their 
function when intact, wood will not be analyzed in this section. Most of the recovered 
botanicals were well preserved and, because all privy sediment was water screened 
during excavation, fine seeds and seed fragments were collected. Of the identified 
materials, 1135 were intact and 341 were fragmentary. All plant remains collected were 
macrobotanicals.  
 The botanical materials were analyzed and identified by Kristen Wroth in 2017 at 
the Boston University Environmental Archaeology Laboratory. She used the laboratory’s 
comparative collection and standard literature in her identification. Wroth found that the 
botanicals are dominated by only a few different types of fruits and nuts (Figure 5.9). 
Fruit material counts were dominated by cherry stones (n=855, 58%) followed distantly 
by grape seeds (n=88, 6%) and peach pits (n=80, 6%). Other fruits identified in smaller 
quantities were coconut shell fragments (n=19, 1%) and pumpkin and other squash seeds 
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(n=28, 2%), and apricot or plum stone fragments (n=6). Even though cherry stone 
fragments outnumbered all other materials, when compared to the average weight of 
small fruits (given the size difference between modern cultivars and nineteenth-century 
varieties), the cherry stones represent roughly 10.7 pounds of fruit and the peach pits 
represent roughly 20 pounds of fruit. Four tomato were also identified. 
 
 There was a wider variety of nut fragments represented. Walnut shell fragments 
(n=86, 6%) were the most numerous, however hazelnut (n=20, 1%), brazil (n=20, 1%), 
pecan (n=16, 1%), and hickory (n=7) shell fragments were also identified. All nut shells 
were fragmentary. A single acorn fragment was identified but likely entered the deposit 
through natural processes. Numerous very small seeds were recovered but were too 
fragmentary for a positive identification. Seventy-nine seeds were identified as a species 
of poppy—although not Papaver somniferum or Opium Poppy. It is likely that these 
seeds reflect flowers used to decorate the interior or the garden. 
Figure 5.9. Botanical materials (fruit and nuts) 
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Clothing-related Finds 
 The most common artifacts that could be associated with clothing were fasteners 
such as buttons, hooks and eyes, grommets or eyelets, and buckles. Buttons were the 
most common, consisting of 22 ceramic buttons, 20 shell buttons, 11 bone buttons, 7 
metal buttons, and 3 glass buttons. For the most part, the buttons were not decorative; 68 
percent were white ceramic, shell, and bone 2 and 4 hole buttons one centimeter in 
diameter or smaller. These buttons were likely used for fastening undergarments such as 
drawers (for both men and women), petticoats, chemises, and corset covers. This is not 
wholly unexpected given the privy context from which the buttons were recovered. Other 
buttons were either darker colored and larger bone buttons (n=7), decorative colored 
glass buttons (n=3), and metal buttons (n=7) (figure 5.10).  
 Copper alloy edge fasteners such as hooks and eyes would have been used in a 
variety of ways as hidden fasteners for women’s and men’s garments during the 
Figure 5.10. Selection of button types and styles from the Endicott Street 
privy 
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nineteenth century and it is likely that their loss was similar to the smaller white buttons: 
through the removal and refastening of elements of clothing in the privy. An even more 
intimate artifact was recovered in the form of 5 bone corset grommets also known as 
“French Holes” (Figure 5.11). The bone grommets are an unexpected find as, by the 
1840s, metal grommets were more commonly used for corsets. The only metal grommets 
recovered were 3 copper alloy grommets adhering to fragments of a leather belt or strap. 
The only other fasteners recovered were 3 buckle fragments that might not have been 
attached to clothing (given their size and weight) and might have been part of horse 
tackle or other leather equipment. A single bone aglet was also identified. Despite the 
precedent for good textile preservation in Boston privies (see Heck and Balicki 1998), 
there was very little textile recovered from the 27/29 Endicott privy. The largest 
fragments of a black, very thin silk (n=3) that may have served as garment lining, black 
worsted wool fabric (n-7), and fragments of brown cotton duck or canvas (n=4).  
 
 
Figure 5.11. Bone grommets ("French holes") from the 
Endicott Street Privy 
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Sewing-related Finds 
 Although census records recorded two women as “dressmaker” and one as 
“milliner” at 27/29 Endicott Street during its time as a brothel, the only artifacts related to 
sewing and clothing construction are made up of 52 cuprous straight pins with ball ends 
and two intact cuprous thimbles. The thimbles were quite small; both measured only 
1.25cm diameter and 1.5cm tall. It is possible that they belonged to children at the 
property or that they were manufacturer samples, however it is also possible that they 
belonged to the owner of the gold ring discussed below. While the straight pins likely 
were for sewing, they may have also served other purposes, such as pinning articles of 
clothing or lace making (Beaudry 2007:8). 
 
Shoes 
 Sarah Stevens and Margaret Ordoñez (2005) published a very complete analysis 
of the shoe remains recovered from the 27/29 Endicott Privy assemblage. They identified 
166 leather shoe fragments. By counting the toe end of all identifiable shoe fragments, 
they determined that the assemblage contained a minimum of 35 shoes (Stevens and 
Ordoñez 2005: 11). In the course of their research, Stevens and Ordoñez examined the 
shoes uppers for information about construction techniques and measured the lengths to 
attempt to determine size. They determined that 12 of the shoes had been constructed 
using pegging, 22 using the turned method, and one with the McKay method of stitching 
(a machined method developed in 1862) (Stevens and Ordoñez 2005: 15).  
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 Stevens and Ordoñez recognized the difficulty in sizing shoes that have been 
recovered archaeologically. Because they are exposed to variability in temperatures, 
moisture, chemical composition of soil, and pressure over time, most archaeological 
shoes are heavily deformed (Stevens and Ordoñez 2005: 21). Despite these challenges, by 
comparing the length of soles to an 1858 shoe-measuring guide developed by W. H. 
Richardson, they recognized that 15 shoes fell into the “youth,” “boy,” or “misses” (or 
older girl) length classification (7-10 long), 10 fell into the “ladies” length classification 
(9 1/3-10 2/3” long), 1 fell into “child” length classification (4-7 1/3” long), 3 fell into  
either “boy” length or “ladies” length classification (9 1/3 – 10 inches long), and 1 that 
could either be interpreted as “men’s” length or “ladies” length (10 1/3-10 2/3” long). 
While the numerous “ladies” length shoes are unsurprising considering the privy’s 
association with a brothel, it is perhaps surprising that Stevens and Ordoñez interpreted 
so many “youth” length shoes and smaller considering how few children were recorded at 
the address. This will be discussed further in subsequent chapters.  
 
Jewelry 
 There were 6 pieces of jewelry recovered from the privy; 2 gold-filled brooches 
or lace pins were nearly complete with 1 retaining a faceted, square-cut, garnet-colored 
stone and the other missing its stone but engraved on the sides and with pin attached. A 
third gold-filled pin without the associated brooch was also identified. A small, 
undecorated gold ring was recovered that measures 1.5cm across. This is slightly larger 
than a modern US ring size 4 (http://www.ringsizes.co/). While this quite small for a 
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grown woman’s hand, it is still likely an adult woman’s ring. Two pendants were also 
recovered from the privy. The first pendant is a glass-fronted locket similar to jewelry 
intended to preserve and display a lock of hair woven into a pattern (Figure 5.12).  The 
second pendant is a black glass cross with copper alloy ends. The top portion of the cross 
is broken off which is probably why it was discarded (Figure 5.13).   
 
 
Figure 5.12. Glass fronted locket from Endicott Street privy (on left), extant glass fronted 
locket with woven hair (on right) 
Figure 5.13. Selection of jewelry pieces from the Endicott Street privy 
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Children’s Toys/Gaming-related Artifacts 
 It is often difficult to differentiate between children’s toys and items related to 
adult gaming and gambling. For that reason, I will be analyzing children’s toys, child-
related items, and gaming artifacts together and proposing more complete interpretations 
in subsequent chapters. Artifacts that may be related to either child or adult gaming 
practices are 5 clay marbles, 1 wooden drumstick fragment, 1 bone die, and 5 possible 
game tokens (2 metal, 1 pink glass, and 1 wood). Only one of the marbles was decorated 
with a polychrome bullseye—all others were plain. All marbles were unglazed (Figure 
5.14). 
 The artifacts related to child care are present in the form of 3 transferprinted 
ceramic children’s mugs. One of the mugs is brown transferprinted with the name 
“Frances”, 1 red transferprinted with partial name “Loui[…]” (given the feminine script 
and scrollwork cartouche suggest “Louisa” however could also be “Louis”) and 1 
fragmentary, green transferprinted mug. The fragmentary mug would have contained 
Figure 5.14. ceramic marbles and wooden drumstick fragment 
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Benjamin Franklin’s maxims “handle your tools without mittens; remember, the cat who 
wears gloves catches no mice,” and “constant dropping wears away stones, and little 
strokes fell mighty oaks”) (Figure 5.15). In addition to the children’s mugs, 1 bottle for 
Mrs. Winslow’s Soothing syrup was identified. This was a patent medicine advertised as 
a teething aid and treatment for illnesses associated with teething during the nineteenth 
century. 
 
 The above preliminary analysis will be the basis of my interpretation of the 27/29 
Endicott Street privy. In subsequent chapters I will revisit the identified assemblages of 
practice in subsequent chapters within the context of their historical context and the 
theoretical framework of archaeology of the senses. In the following chapter I begin by 
examining the creation of the brothel environment by Mary A. Adams within the context 
of Boston’s environment of moral reform.    
Figure 5.15. Pearlware transferpinted name mugs 
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Chapter 6 
Mary A. Adams: Negotiating Reform-era Boston 
 Bostonians have never had a static relationship with prostitution. As different 
social movements rose and fell in strength, perceptions of vice in general changed with 
them. Boston’s relationship with sex work, however, might be unique from that of other 
urban centers because of the founding principles of Puritanism that underlay much of 
Boston society, even after the Puritans lost much of their social and political power 
around the second half of the seventeenth century. With these fluctuations in public 
sensibilities about prostitution, managers of brothels needed to be able to read where the 
boundaries of social respectability lay and navigate them while still carrying out their 
illegal trade. Those houses catering to middle-class and wealthier clientele needed to 
provide an atmosphere of safety and anonymity that involved avoiding the attention of 
reform activists and, by extension, law enforcement.  
In this chapter, I focus on the creation of the first brothel at 27/29 Endicott Street, 
which was run by Mary A. Adams, and use it as a lens through which to explore the 
negotiation of the changing social permissibility of sex work. Adams opened her brothel 
at the height of the city’s reform fervor and, despite having run the brothel for only three 
years, appears to have done well. Adams’ decisions about her brothel concerning 
location, “set dressing,” and supplementary services available—such as types of meals—
reflect her determination to negotiate the changing social context of 1850s reform-era 
Boston. Ultimately, Mary Adams’ success stemmed from the establishment of her brothel 
as a comfortable haven for middle-class businessmen. Little scholarship has been done on 
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either prostitution in Boston or the reform movements of the nineteenth-century in this 
city. For this reason, I heavily rely on Barbara Meil Hobson’s (1990) book on prostitution 
in Boston as well as Eric Schneider (1993) for his discussions of Boston moral reform in 
my outlining of the historical context of the Endicott Street brothel. For the most part, 
however, my narrative concerning the 27/29 Endicott Street brothel is almost wholly 
constructed around original source material (such as documentary research and 
archaeological materials).  
 
Moral Reform and Institutionalization in Nineteenth-Century Boston 
At Boston’s founding, Puritan leaders enforced strict moral codes surrounding 
sexual encounters. Puritan courts punished a wide range of sexual offenses ranging from 
fornication to lewd flirtation. Although clandestine and casual prostitution likely still took 
place in Puritan Boston, with such strict laws and punishments aimed at preventing 
prostitution, open bawdy houses could not exist in the colony (Hobson 1990: 15). This 
relationship with sex work began to shift, however, until by the end of the eighteenth 
century, a general loosening of control on sex and sex work led to an unofficial toleration 
of bawdyhouses. Although eighteenth-century Boston magistrates and ministers had 
complained of sexual vice in the city, it was not until the first decades of the nineteenth 
century that reformers began regarding prostitution as a dangerous urban social problem 
and mobilized against it (Hobson 1990: 11).   
Before the 1820s, prostitution in Boston centered on the west side of Beacon Hill, 
which was known to contemporary libertines as “Mount Whoredom” (Hobson 1990: 15). 
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At the turn of the nineteenth century, the West End was transitioning into an elite 
neighborhood. Businessmen and professionals began moving into the areas around 
Beacon Hill, building elegant mansions. “Mount Whoredom” became a nuisance for 
West End residents as disorderly houses represented a threat to property values (Hobson 
1990: 13). Not only was the area viewed as a “den of vice,” but, more concerning for the 
city elites, its population was largely itinerant and multi-racial. Another reason for the 
sudden concern for the city’s vice may have stemmed from the now-constant flow of 
persons moving in and out of the city daily. It is likely that this transient population did 
increase petty crime and public prostitution, but so many anonymous faces likely also 
made the city appear less safe and manageable to its permanent residents (Hobson 1990: 
12).  
At this time, businesses associated with prostitution existed at several scales: 
dance-hall pickups—men would go to dance halls to solicit women who then took the 
men to their lodgings; prearranged rendezvous at houses of assignation; and informal and 
small-scale brothels where prostitutes and non-prostitutes rented rooms in the same 
building. Prostitution was not always transacted with money; sometimes women 
exchanged services for payments of food, rent, clothes, and gifts. Barbara Meil Hobson 
notes that during this period there was less of a distinction between paid and kept woman 
than there would be later in the nineteenth century (Hobson 1990: 15).  
Earlier ideas about reform were focused on aid and outdoor relief to the poor, but 
in the nineteenth century, the philosophies concerning the causes of poverty shifted, and 
reform movements focused on social issues as wide-ranging as sex work, incarceration, 
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labor conditions, education, and health reform. In many ways, these reform concerns 
paralleled other social movements such as abolition, temperance, and feminism (Hobson 
1990: 40). Some researchers suggest that the reformist zeal in Boston was unique because 
of a much broader “social commitment” on the part of the Boston Brahmin aristocracy 
(Brahmin being a nickname for the city’s wealthy and powerful patrons of arts and 
education) (see Schneider 1992; O’Connor 2001). Although the Brahmin community had 
given generously to educational institutions and established museums and libraries for 
decades, what was new about their efforts in the late 1820s and early 1830s was that their 
activities also began including humanitarian concerns that affected the less fortunate 
members of the community (O’Connor 2001: 94). O’Connor argues that the Brahmins 
believed that by investing in the public good and striving for the perfect city, they would 
elevate Boston’s global standing. They believed it was their moral obligation to use their 
time, talents, and money for the benefit of all citizens of the city (O’Connor 2001: 96).  
 Social institutions and reform movements in the nineteenth century were 
characterized by the growing notion that there were “worthy poor” and “unworthy poor.” 
This distinction would be used throughout the nineteenth century in discussion of aid for 
“at risk” women and girls in conversations about prostitution. Boston’s first urban 
missionary society, the Society for Moral and Religious Instruction of the Poor 
(established in 1816), embodied the hope that moral reform might eradicate poverty 
(Schneider 1992: 17). This society believed the “worthy poor” were children, the elderly, 
and the infirm, and representatives practiced in-home visitation in an attempt to 
encourage the poor to observe bourgeois values of thrift, economy, and domesticity, 
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which for the Society was the solution to eradicating poverty. Most working-class women 
of any racial or ethnic group actively perceived home visitation as an interference and 
never sought charitable organizations, preferring instead her own network of friends and 
kin. Many of those that did seek aid only did so as a last and temporary resort (Deutsch 
2000: 45). Because they saw poverty as socially rooted problem, progressive urban 
reformers were trying less to break down social isolation by conducting home visits, but 
instead control a system that was already in place—to “discipline” the neighborhoods 
(Deutsch 2000: 47).  
Within a decade, however, the idea that some poor were worthy of aid and some 
were not had already begun changing. Joseph Tuckerman, a member of the original 1816 
Society, rarely blamed the poor for their poverty, but argued that intemperance in habit 
was a symptom, not a cause of, destitution. Instead, Tuckerman blamed society and the 
"more favored classes" for the poor's intemperance more than the poor themselves 
(Schneider 1992: 20). In discussing prostitution, Tuckerman argued that young prostitutes 
were like children, “wayward and passionate, impatient of restraint; and vain, giddy and 
light-minded,” who had grown up in conditions “too perilous for human virtue,” but he 
did not fully absolve prostitutes of moral responsibility. Like many of the female 
evangelicals who organized rescue missions, Tuckerman argued for a more 
“sophisticated understanding of the class and gender relations that led to prostitution" 
(Schneider 1992: 20). Ultimately, Tuckerman was instrumental in turning moral reform 
into a city-wide institutional bureaucracy and became a leading advocate of Malthusian 
welfare reform (or reform based on changing the character of the poor) (Schneider 1992: 
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23).  
 Another significant influence on Boston reform in the early nineteenth century 
was the city’s mayor Josiah Quincy (mayor 1823—1828). Quincy’s tenure as mayor was 
marked by his dedication to “cleaning up” the city in all regards, from establishing 
regular street sweeping brigades and refuse collection, to “sweeping the city clean of 
madmen, the infirm, vagabonds, prostitutes, beggars, drunkards, and delinquents” 
(O’Connor 2001:95). The House of Reformation, established in 1826, was created by 
Quincy as part of his system to “restrain idleness.” Quincy differentiated between the 
"respectable and honest poor" and the "idle and vicious poor” in his interpretation of 
reform and required all able-bodied recipients of public relief to work for their keep 
(O’Connor 2001: 95). Social deviants would be physically and symbolically isolated in 
institutions such as the House of Industry for paupers, the House of Correction for adult 
criminals, and the juvenile reformatory, all located outside of the city. As Eric Schneider 
notes, poverty was “placed on a par with criminality and the lines of deviance drawn for 
Bostonians of all classes to see" (Schneider 1992: 32). 
 The structure of different reform institutions began to take shape during this time. 
The House of Reformation was organized using theories of restraint and reform similar to 
the guiding principles of factories, prisons, workhouses, and hospitals of the early 
nineteenth century (Schneider 1992: 37). The construction of these new asylums and 
prisons was done in the hopes of rehabilitating the criminal and insane through an orderly 
atmosphere and providing an external discipline for those lacking internal discipline 
(Deutsch 2000: 72). By the 1840s, however, in response to the perceived obstinacy of the 
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House of Reform inmates and the increasing numbers of foreign-born poor, officials from 
reformatories began to describe poverty and delinquency in terms of its inability to solve 
(Schneider 1992: 45). Domestic reform, a combination of traditional theories of moral 
reform, a pastoral ideal that associated independence and virtue with rural life, and an 
emphasis on family and maternal training started to supplant the older ideas of reform 
through institutional management (Schneider 1992: 51). As mid-nineteenth-century 
bourgeois Americans crystalized their ideas about the “sphere” of domesticity, a concept 
that idealized the family and the household as central to morality and purity and the chief 
responsibility of bourgeois women, they became concerned about the presence of 
unsupervised or “disorderly” working-class women on the city streets (Schneider 1992: 
73). While women outsider the home represented chaos, the middle-class/elite home 
represented civilized space (Deutsch 2000: 72) 
By the 1840s, female reformers raised the possibility of reforming “fallen 
women” or sex workers by questioning whether sex workers could be considered morally 
responsible for their actions. Reformers began shifting the blame from the “character” or 
the women themselves to male “seducers” who had led them astray from social 
expectations of purity and modesty (Schneider 1992: 73). Those concerned with the 
reform of sex workers believed that rescuing girls from the streets was key to the moral 
transformation of the poor. While activities commonly attributed to poor street children, 
such as street hawking, begging, and foraging, might make boys independent, reformers 
believed they always exposed girls to sexual exploitation or casual prostitution 
(Schneider 1992: 73). Rufus Cook, the chaplain of the Suffolk County Jail and an agent 
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for the Children's Aid Society, argued that saving one girl was the equivalent of saving 
ten boys. He believed that, “Just as 'bad' women furthered moral dissipation, 'good' ones 
uplifted those around them” (Schneider 1992: 74). It was these female reformers who 
declared that those they saw as the truly guilty parties (pimps, madams, and patrons) were 
being largely ignored by the city’s law enforcement (Hobson 1990: 41). 
 Moral reformers who accepted the theories of domestic reform believed that they 
would provide a solution to the problem of the “moral contagion” of young, poor girls. 
They believed a delinquent girl could be “saved” from degradation (by this they almost 
universally meant prostitution) by immediately placing her in isolation with a family 
where a mother or matron would instruct her in domesticity and supervise her moral 
reclamation. The idea was that girls would learn domestic skills and the cultural meaning 
of domesticity at an institution and then be “placed out” in families in order to finish their 
“moral apprenticeships.” As noted by Schneider, however, this domestic reform plan was 
undermined by two serious problems: first, it demanded that girls in a public reformatory 
be given narrow vocational training—only that training necessary for domestic service; 
and, more disruptively, it assumed that the families in which the girls were placed would 
treat their charges like adolescent “moral apprentices” rather than expect them to behave 
like adult, well-trained servants (Schneider 1992: 72). In addition, though the reformers 
hoped to rescue girls from sexual exploitation, it was still upsettingly common among 
those girls placed out in isolation with strange families. Although they wrung their hands 
about the dangers of nondomestic work sites, most reformers found that disproportionate 
numbers of prostitutes had previously been domestic servants. Still, moral reformers 
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continued to channel “saved” women and girls into domestic service well into the 
twentieth century (Deutsch 2000: 57). Even as late as 1909, moral reformers did not view 
domestic service as an environment that endangered working-class women, but instead 
argued that the large numbers of prostitutes formerly in domestic service meant that the 
career simply attracted women of low morals (Deutsch 2000: 59) 
For decades, however, moral reformers seemed largely ambivalent about what to 
do with poor and delinquent women and girls. Most male reformers believed that the 
reformation of girls and young women who had “contracted bad morals” was useless to 
pursue in reform (Schneider 1992: 42). It was believed that not only were they 
irreparably tainted by their sexual knowledge, but also that they would contaminate 
“pure” women and girls with whom they came in contact and that they awakened the 
“animal nature” of men and boys (Schneider 1992: 43). For these reasons, girls were 
rarely admitted to the juvenile reformatory, regardless of their offense or if they were 
known to be sexually active, and if they were admitted they lived a cloistered existence. 
Officials believed that keeping the girls constantly supervised offered the only possibility 
for quarantining the “morally contagious” (Schneider 1992: 43). Indeed, this removal and 
isolation of women who were viewed as “sexually deviant” was a common practice in the 
nineteenth-century, and in some places, into the twentieth-century. For example, the 
Magdalene Society of Philadelphia designed its structures with discipline in mind and 
using the principles of enclosure, confinement, separation, isolation, articulation, and 
observation in the development of its moral architecture (De Cunzo 1995: 44). In 1842, 
the city ceased admitting girls to the juvenile reformatory and started using a part of the 
		
141 
House of Industry as a girls' reformatory, relegating juvenile female reform to the 
workhouse. Despite complaints of an increasing number of wayward girls in the city, by 
1850 few girls were being admitted to the House of Industry. While the girls in the House 
of Reformation apparently had corrupted the moral health of each other and the boys, 
House of Industry directors now feared that the older female inmates in the House of 
Industry threatened to do the same to the other girls there (Schneider 1992: 43). 
Reform institutions run by women for women offered only slightly better 
solutions. The most common institutions for the reform of wayward women and girls 
were “prostitute refuges” or “Magdalen homes.” These were designed to train women in 
domestic service and then place them out as servants into bourgeois families. These 
institutions largely adopted the same control of female deviance found in the reformatory. 
For example, Boston's Penitent Females' Refuge was severely regimented and required a 
lengthy stay before placement in domestic service (Schneider 1992: 44). It defined 
deviance in moral terms, and it kept women steadily at work washing, ironing, weaving, 
cleaning. Ironically, the tedium of these tasks, low salaries for female servants, and 
personal degradation was causing young woman to leave domestic service at an 
accelerated rate and, according to surveys such as those conducted by William Sanger, 
domestic service was high among the professions women engaged in before choosing 
prostitution (Sanger 1859: 524). It does not appear that the women and girls sent to these 
institutions took the monotony lying down. In the Annual reports of the Penitent 
Female’s Refuge, the “inmates” (as the society refers to them) were kept to a strict 
schedule of work and prayer including rising at five o’clock every morning and sleeping 
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no longer than eight hours each night. No visitors were allowed unless they had express 
written permission from the society, and even then the visit was supervised by the 
superintendent (Bethesda Society 1854: 20). Perhaps unsurprisingly, when they began 
reporting the status of the women admitted in 1860, of the 20 admitted, eight ran away 
from the institution and two were dismissed for misconduct (Bethesda Society 1860). 
Reform institutions such as the Penitent Females’ Refuge were basically a private version 
of the workhouse with the number of garments sewn, embroidered, and knitted each year 
averaging around 1,100 among less than 20 young women and girls.  
A less typical and more progressive alternative, the Temporary Home for Fallen 
Women, attempted to meet prostitutes more on their own terms. While it still provided 
religious and social services steeped in philosophies of domestic reform, it did not require 
a particular length of stay. The managers allowed women to return to the home 
repeatedly; it resembled a 'half-way house' out of prostitution (Schneider 1992: 44). 
Nevertheless, the evangelical religious tenets that the managers thought essential for the 
women’s reform were rarely adopted by the women the administrators were attempting to 
reform. While it seems a range of institutional alternatives existed for girls and women 
who wanted, needed, or were compelled to leave the streets, their options were, in fact, 
quite narrow (Schneider 1992: 45). 
 Throughout all of these moral reform activities, the focus of both middle- and 
upper-class charities were directed towards white working class women (Hansen 1993: 
61). Despite the fact that working women of other races, especially Black women were 
restricted to low-paying, menial jobs, little aid was offered by white benevolent societies. 
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Indeed, even in the interest of reforming sex workers, the Boston Female Asylum did not 
even begin admitting Black girls until 1880 and, even then, only admitted one or two at a 
time (Deutsch 2000: 42). Likewise, in the organization of benevolent societies, women of 
foreign extraction were often excluded, even when the society intended to target a 
specific ethnic group (Deutsch	2000:	39). It is perhaps unsurprising, therefore, that these 
societies were out of touch with the needs of working-class women on multiple scales.  	
Aggressive Attacks on Prostitution 
At the same time that benevolent and aid societies were attempting to “solve” 
poverty and the motivating factors of prostitution through institutionalization, law 
enforcement occasionally took a more combative stance against sex work. In August of 
1823, Mayor Josiah Quincy and a posse of volunteers mounted a raid on the west side of 
Beacon Hill, focusing on vice businesses contained within 3 or 4 blocks in the West End 
(Hobson 1990: 11). Unlike future Boston mayors and police chiefs, Josiah Quincy had no 
illusions about eradicating prostitution in the city. The primary goal for his crackdown 
was to drive the practice of prostitution underground, or, as he put it, “to make it skulk 
around like filth in drains” (Hobson 1990: 20). Two years after Mayor Quincy's raid on 
Mount Whoredom and the West End red light district, a large mob attacked brothels in 
the North End. Organized and orchestrated by neighborhood residents, the mob staged its 
attack without the knowledge or support of the municipal officials. The first brothel 
attacked was the Beehive, one of the largest and most notorious brothels in the city at that 
time. Rioters destroyed property within the building and fought the prostitutes on the 
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premises. Over three nights, the mob grew to 300 people. Rioters targeted specific 
brothels and organized themselves well enough to avoid the mayor and constables who 
twice tried to outflank them. Despite massive property damage, surprisingly there were 
no deaths or serious injuries reported (Hobson 1990: 23). 
In some regards, Quincy’s efforts were successful in that the open practice of 
prostitution was stifled and vice businesses were driven underground. Prostitutes and 
managers of houses of prostitution needed to adapt to the sudden shift in permissibility. 
In some ways, the increase in criminal sanctions seems to have enhanced the seductive 
quality of prostitution (Hobson 1990: 29). Some brothel keepers in American cities even 
used the clandestine nature of prostitution as a marketing strategy, requiring customers to 
have special admission cards and representing their establishments as discreet, exclusive 
clubs for pleasure seekers. A New Orleans “sporting” guidebook from the turn of the 
twentieth century notes a brothel known as “The Club” in which the proprietress Maud 
Hartman is referred to as “the President” and, among its attractions, the brothel “is 
located so that the most particular person can reach it without being seen” (Struve 2013). 
In cities where prostitution was illegal, the guidebooks often included assurances that a 
house was “very quiet and orderly” (Anonymous 1870: 39). While most brothels (with 
favorable reviews) promise enjoyment, brothels are only described as raucous in terms of 
disgust suggesting that the privacy of brothel spaces contributed to their appeal.  
Additionally, Hobson notes that the formal regulation of prostitution illuminated 
the gender and class biases inherent in the policing of “chastity crimes.” While 
eighteenth-century gentlemen fornicators had been fined by the courts while their female 
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partners had been whipped, nineteenth-century patrons of sex workers were completely 
ignored by urban courts. By the 1830s, prostitution was being openly practiced in the 
precincts of upper-class men: the theaters, the oyster bars, and in quiet and genteel 
brothels (Hobson 1990: 34). Perhaps because of the association of these locations with 
the great and the good men of the city, they were largely ignored by law enforcement. 
When police did conduct vice raids, they focused their efforts on working-class dance 
halls and cheap disorderly houses in high-crime areas, such as North Street (known as 
Ann Street until 1854). In these raids, police were mainly concerned with protecting 
patrons from theft and assault rather than halting vice entirely (Hobson 1990: 34).  
As the nineteenth century progressed, city officials stepped up their efforts to 
eradicate vice from the city. The grand jury of 1851 issued a warning against the rising 
tide of crime and vice in Boston, particularly centering on Ann Street. The officer 
assigned to that street estimated that it contained 227 brothels, 26 gambling dens, and 
1,500 places where liquor was sold (Hobson 1990: 41). Francis Tukey, Boston’s first 
chief of police and known for his tough “law and order” position, directed the police 
force in the spring of 1851 to begin a series of intensive raids against the brothels and 
gambling houses on Ann Street (Hobson 1990: 41). In their first raid, Boston police made 
160 arrests. This began a decade of regular “great descents” upon the vice district. 
Although it is assured that male prostitution took place in the nineteenth century, Edward 
Savage, the North End’s first Police Lieutenant and later Chief of Police, remarked in his 
1871 report that there was no such thing as a male nightwalker and there had not been for 
years (Edward Savage Papers 1871). In the eyes of the public and those of law 
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enforcement, prostitution was exclusively a female crime. As the practice of prostitution 
was often taken up by women with working-class background, the focus by city officials 
on eradicating sex workers specifically marginalized working-class woman, restricting 
their access to the only potentially lucrative profession available to them. 
Throughout the nineteenth century, brothels in Boston were clustered primarily in 
two neighborhoods: the North End and a small section of the West End (Hobson 1990 
45). As immigration to the city increased, these two sections of the city became the most 
densely populated. The North End was the poorest and contained the greatest proportion 
of rural migrants and foreign immigrants. It also contained the largest concentration of 
brothels, dance halls, and other sites of prostitution. The 1840s were noteworthy because 
of the arrival of thousands of Irish immigrants fleeing famine. By 1855, foreign-born 
families outnumbered native-born families and comprised 53 percent of the city's 
residents. The location of vice districts in parts of the city that were otherwise undesirable 
to middle- and upper-class residents is not unique to Boston. Daniel Bluestone notes in 
his analysis of the history and architecture of the Charlottesville red light district that, 
with brothels located in black working-class neighborhoods, prostitution was less visible 
to wealthier white residents and they could more easily ignore it (Bluestone 2015: 38). 
In mid-century Boston, 36 percent of all women were foreign born, but 55 percent 
of all prostitutes were foreign born. Over two-thirds of the foreign-born prostitutes were 
Irish, with British and Canadian prostitutes forming the next largest immigrant groups 
(Hobson 1990: 90). Although working-class women had a narrow range of choices—
marriage, domestic labor, prostitution, and, increasingly, factory work—reformers 
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continued to see their problems as moral and cultural rather than economic and political 
(Schneider 1992: 83). 
Outside of reform efforts, but undoubtedly influenced by them, city laws 
regulating prostitution and brothel keeping changed over the nineteenth century. Early in 
the nineteenth century, “chastity crimes” like prostitution were rarely tried in court. The 
municipal court docket in 1820 listed only four cases of lascivious and lewd behavior and 
four of keeping bawdy houses. After Quincy’s raid on Beacon Hill, and the initiation of 
his policy to repress prostitution, however, sex work became a significant part of court 
business. By the mid-1820s, prostitution cases reached 300 a year (Hobson 1990: 18). 
Ironically, Hobson argues, the American criminalization of prostitution produced a more 
open and flexible prostitution market than did European regulation policies. Regulating 
prostitution gave authorities more power to restrict where sex work could occur, the 
hours when women could solicit, and who could be the managers of prostitutes (Hobson 
1990: 28). Conversely, the use of criminal sanctions to control prostitution created a 
peculiar set of conditions under which sex commerce in American cities evolved. The 
laws allowed law enforcers to act at their own discretion, and the fluidity of the criminal 
justice system resulted in an extreme stratification in the prostitution class system 
(Hobson 1990: 30). The gap between the streetwalker at the bottom of the prostitution 
hierarchy and the prostitute working in a high-class parlor house manifested in their 
respective safety from arrest and harassment through the paying of bribes to law 
enforcement and city officials. Criminalization also resulted in a marked gap between the 
prostitutes and their managers (be they pimps or brothel keepers). Managers of 
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prostitution were rarely touched by law enforcement in instances of raids and arrests 
(Hobson 1990: 30). 
It was not until 1851 that the Attorney General's report in Boston began listing 
keeping brothels and letting brothels as two separate crimes. The brothel laws of 1855 
more clearly formalized this distinction by containing a section specifically on renting 
houses of ill fame. This law stated that landlords could be penalized with a prison term 
and fine if they failed to evict someone they knew to be keeping a house of prostitution 
on their property. While this law appeared to be a harsh crackdown, few people charged 
with this crime were actually convicted or sentenced (Hobson 1990: 43). Also during the 
1850s, the maximum fine for keeping a brothel increased from $300 to $3000. Tukey 
urged steeper fines, claiming that sex work and the keeping of brothels was not deterred 
by criminal prosecution or moderate fines (Hobson 1990: 43). It is during this period of 
intense scrutiny of brothel keeping that Mary A. Adams opened her brothel at 27/29 
Endicott Street. 
 
Respectability and the evasion of law enforcement on Endicott Street  
The attention that law enforcement paid to prostitution during the middle of the 
nineteenth century varied from year to year. According to Barbara Meil Hobson, during 
the nineteenth century anywhere from 18 and 104 women a year were imprisoned in the 
House of Corrections for lewdness, nightwalking, or brothelkeeping in Boston between 
1833 and 1860 (Hobson 1990: 116). Contemporary reports record that, at their height, 
arrests for keeping a house of prostitution in Suffolk County numbered 117 (Constable of 
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the Commonwealth 1868: 35). For the North End station alone, Edward Savage reported 
an 1855 police census of 79 houses of ill fame and 58 cellars of ill fame (referring to the 
lower-class establishments of prostitution) (Edward Savage papers 1855). There do not, 
however, appear to have been any large-scale raids conducted on Endicott Street despite 
the presence of brothels there throughout the second half of the nineteenth century 
(Figure 6.1). 
 The lack of reported large-scale raids on Endicott Street does not mean that it 
escaped the attention of the police entirely. Contemporary newspaper accounts note the 
arrest and arraignment of brothelkeepers on Endicott. These arrests, when they did occur, 
did not on every occasion result in the shut-down of the establishments in question. For 
example, Laura Ann Batcheldor (likely Eliza A. Batchelder, the madam of 176 Endicott 
Figure 6.1. Locations of known brothels between 1850 and 1880 on Endicott Street (27/29 indicated by star) 
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St.) was arraigned for keeping a house of ill fame on Endicott Street in July of 1853 
(Boston Daily Atlas July 12, 1853). If Laura Ann and Eliza A. are the same Batchelder, 
the brothel continued for at least another 12 years (Massachusetts State Census 1865). At 
least three other incidences of arrest for brothelkeeping on Endicott Street were reported 
in Boston newspapers in the second half of the nineteenth century (once for Augustus 
Blodgett at 75 Endicott Street (Boston Herald April 2, 1857: 4) and twice for Robert 
Hunter and his unnamed wife at 49 and 169 Endicott Street in (Boston Traveler 1858). 
Despite these arrests, at least two brothels a year operated on Endicott Street in addition 
to the 27/29 Endicott Street brothel that operated between 1853 and 1867. It is possible, 
however, that when compared to the larger volume of establishments associated with 
prostitution on North Street, the light concentration of Endicott Street brothels was not 
seen as a priority by the city.  
 In addition to being a relatively small issue for law enforcement to address, it is 
possible that the way that the Endicott Street houses conducted themselves and the 
clientele that they solicited allowed them to avoid harassment by police and reform-
minded politicians and citizens. The first clue to the difference between Endicott Street 
and North Street prostitution lies in their geographical placement in the city (Figure 6.2). 
The length of North Street runs parallel to the Boston Harbor and during the nineteenth 
century, North Street was only one or two blocks from the waterfront. This would have 
provided easy access for the men who worked in the dockyards: sailors, stevedores, cart 
drivers, etc. In contrast, while no part of the North End is far from the water, Endicott 
Street pitched back towards the mouth of the Charles River, running almost perpendicular 
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to the waterfront.  
Likewise, the noteworthy landmark nearest to the highest concentration of 
brothels on Endicott Street (see figure 6.2) is the Boston and Main rail depot constructed 
in 1845. In order to access most of the Endicott Street brothels, a visitor would only need 
to walk a block down Cross Street and turn right. It is therefore reasonable to believe that 
the location of Endicott Street was more attractive to middle-class businessmen than 
raucous North Street. Theodore Charles (2014) suggests that a factor in the development 
of red light districts is the presence of a railway station. In his case study from Wallace, 
Charles notes that visitors to the city would need to pass through the red light district in 
Figure 6.2. Noteworthy areas of vice in the North end (Ann/North Street indicated in red, Endicott Street 
indicated in blue, Boston Rail Depot is indicated by a star, dockyards indicated by triangle) 
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order to get to the business district. While his is a comparatively rural example from the 
American West, it is possible that a similar phenomenon influenced the organization of 
brothels in Boston, with higher-class houses with better reputations located on Endicott 
Street in the North End and in the West End to attract middle-class businessmen traveling 
to Boston by train.  
 It might have been that Endicott Street was also a more desirable location in the 
North End in general simply because it smelled better. Although the first municipal 
sewers were not constructed until 1875, private sewers had relied on rainwater to flush 
sanitary waste from the city since 1833 (Boston Water and Sewer Commission 2018). 
Until relatively recently, raw sewage would have been deposited in the harbor and the 
Charles River, making the waterfront fetid with the smell of sewage as well as of the 
various waterfront industries. A map composed by the Massachusetts Board of Health in 
1878 (after the development of the municipal sewers) shows at least three sewer outlets a 
block from North Street (Figure 6.3). At the height of a Boston summer or with 
prevailing winds, it is likely that the stench would have been noticeable. That being said, 
throughout its existence, 27/29 Endicott was next door to a large horse stable, so it was 
not without its share of pungent aromas. At a time when the miasma theory of disease 
was still prevalent, occupants of nineteenth-century Boston would have likely taken bad 
odors into account when deciding where to spend their free time. There is not enough 
evidence, however, to demonstrate how this would have affected the pace of business at 
27/29 Endicott Street.  Ultimately, the sensorium of Boston’s North End in the nineteenth 
century would have been one of overwhelming smells, crowds of people (many of whom 
		
153 
who might have more comfortably spoken languages other than English), and clamoring 
with the sounds of the busy commercial centers, docks, and rail depot. In traveling 
through the North End, visitors would have been hard-pressed to find a respite from the 
constant barrage of sensory stimuli.  
Dressing the set of the 27/29 Endicott brothel 
 In addition to its geographic placement, archaeological evidence suggests that the 
madams of the brothel at 27/29 Endicott Street attempted to make it appear respectable. 
The décor of the interior was decorated was intended to attract middle-class visitors to the 
Figure 6.3. Boston "smell" map created by the Massachusetts Board of Health (1878) 
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North End through illusions of comfortable domesticity and fantasies of a family home. 
This illusion was created not only through the behavior of the women employed at the 
brothel, but also through practices such as taking tea in the parlor and the ambiance of 
lighting in the space. Nineteenth-century ideas of domesticity emerged out of the 
increased separation between business and home life. Whereas in earlier centuries, even 
wealthy merchants might live over or behind their shops or warehouses, the transition to 
the factory economy of the industrial revolution created a social framework that separated 
economic production from the domestic sphere (Gamber 2007: 4).  
Some scholars view the development of “home,” as it was understood in the 
nineteenth century, as indicative of the rising Christian evangelism of the period that 
associated home with a person’s sanctuary; it was a place where virtues and morality 
were nurtured (Flanders 2003: 5; Gamber 2007: 1; Stansell 1986: 41). It perhaps seems 
incongruous that such an atmosphere would be replicated in an environment like a 
brothel since contemporary reform writing suggested prostitution was the farthest one 
could be from nineteenth-century morality. Several factors might be contributing to Mary 
Adams’ presentation of the brothel’s setting as a domestic environment. First, socially, 
these spaces would have been seen as ubiquitously female. As bourgeois women’s labor 
was increasingly removed from the market economy, their household labor (in the form 
of housekeeping and child rearing) was presented as their highest calling (Stansell 1986: 
22). This made the home the “female sphere” in the public imagination. It is possible that 
in presenting the brothel as “domestic space,” it could be socially coded as “feminine” 
and would remind the male visitor of the sexual availability of the women present. At the 
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same time, the idea of home as sanctuary and respite from the world of business might 
also have been just as important in the perception of the brothel as a domestic 
environment. Walking through the door might tell male visitors, “leave you work cares 
and enjoy yourself,” in ways not possible when they faced the actual responsibilities of 
domestic life. At the same time, if she was intending that the brothel cater to visitors 
coming into Boston via the rail depot, Mary Adams might also have sought to attract its 
patrons to a sort of “home away from home”—all the comforts of a domestic 
environment with the added benefit of sexually available women.  
 A brothel economy is as predicated on the creation of fantasy as it is on the sale 
and purchase of sexual favors. The number of ancillary services (such as food, drinks, 
entertainments, etc.) that the brothel offered was directly tied to its ranking. Cribs, or 
rooms rented out by prostitutes (often working in shifts), offered only basic sexual favors 
without any additional amenities. At the other end of the spectrum, the highest-class 
parlor houses were opulent, well-appointed, and often had differently themed rooms, sold 
expensive alcohol to the patrons, and may have hired entertainment, such as the 
traditional piano “professors” in New Orleans brothels (Rose 1974: 103). This type of 
house would have held the highest ranking in the prostitution hierarchy. Several different 
threads of evidence suggest that the 27/29 Endicott Street brothel was in the middle range 
of the prostitution hierarchy; perhaps it was a second-class house: neither as cheap as one 
of the raucous brothels on North Street, nor as expensive and elite as some of the 
contemporary parlor houses recorded in the guidebooks of cities such as New York and 
Washington, D.C. As I discuss below, while the furnishings appear to have been 
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comfortable, they were in no sense expensive or rare. 
 In The Gentleman’s Directory (1870), most of the listings for “first-class houses” 
include some mention of being “exquisitely furnished.” For example, the entry for “Miss 
Jennie Creagh” at 17 Amity Street exclusively describes the way the brothel is appointed, 
noting that it is splendidly furnished “from top to bottom, sparing neither expense nor 
labor to render it a palace of beauty forever, with it’s [sic] French mirrors, English and 
Brussels carpets, rosewood furniture, superb bedding and everything in character” 
(Anonymous 1870: 28). Neither Jennie Creagh nor the women she employed are 
mentioned in this description; entries such as this are not uncommon to this guide. It is as 
though the sexual services on offer were an afterthought to the sumptuous surroundings. 
In contrast, when the women employed in these spaces are mentioned by the author, it is 
rarely with more specific description than “cheerful,” “lovely,” or “full of wit.” 
Unfortunately, few of the purely decorative elements of the brothel space were 
recovered (the exception being two vases and a figurine of an 1830s couple walking arm 
in arm). Despite this, other means of interpreting the ambiance of the space can be 
inferred from the material culture. Evidence for pet birds at the property can be inferred 
by the presence of three pressed glass seed cups for bird cages (one cobalt glass, two 
colorless glass). These cups would have hung on the outside of the bird cage with an 
opening in the bars for birds to access them (figure 6.4). The size of the opening, only 
3.5cm in diameter, suggests that the cups were too small for a large bird so they might 
have been used by a songbird like finch or canary, or a very small parrot like a budgie or 
lovebird.    
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An important element to the sensory experience of any space, but one that is often 
overlooked, is the effect of the quality of light in a room. Not only does the brightness of 
light better illuminate something you might wish to see or make blemishes less visible, 
but light’s quality and color can affect the mood and overall comfort of a room’s 
occupants. Light was important to a brothel space in many different forms. Fragments of 
lamp bases, chimneys, and shades are well represented in the assemblage as well as by 
numerous smaller “finger lamps,” or small, portable oil lamps with chimneys and 
sometimes shades. In addition to these obvious light sources, mirror fragments were also 
recovered, and many of the other glass artifacts (such as bowls, dishes, and drinking 
glasses) are cut or pressed glass that would have reflected the light in ways different than 
Figure 6.4. Example of nineteenth-century birdcage, seed cup indicated with red arrow 
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unadorned glass vessels.  
 Unexpectedly, of the 13 identified lamp fonts, seven belong to “finger lamps,” or 
small, portable lamps meant to be carried in the hand. This provides a provocative image 
of what it must have been like to travel through the brothel space. It is possible that light 
was used by the madam and prostitutes to control the spaces in which clients were 
allowed entry. In a dark hallway, before the ubiquity of gas lighting, a visitor unfamiliar 
with the space would be reliant on access to lighting in order to travel through the halls. 
The lamps also serve as potential reminders of the dangers faced by women who 
traditionally worked in darkness or semi-darkness. On January 1855, a newly laid gas 
line at a brothel at 176 Endicott Street caused an explosion so severe that it blew out one 
wall of the structure as well as numerous doors and windows. Contemporary newspaper 
accounts vary widely in their reporting, but the most common explanation was that one of 
the women working at the brothel, Frances Craig, entered a room with a lit lamp where a 
gas line was leaking, igniting the trapped gas. She suffered severe burns, and another 
woman, Matilda Pinteaux, injured her arm when the blast knocked her down the stairs 
(The Boston Courier 1855). One of the articles reporting on the explosion reminded its 
readers of another mishap with a lamp that had occurred at the same location. In May of 
1851, during the course of an altercation with the prostitute Medora Webster, Martin 
Waldron assaulted her with an oil lamp, breaking it on her and causing much of her face, 
chest, and arms to be severely burned (The Congregationalist 1851). Medora Webster 
succumbed to her injuries. 
 The presence of two metal bells in the privy assemblage also may suggest the 
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gentility of the establishment. One bell is too encrusted with concretions to be clearly 
evaluated, however the size and shape suggests that it might have served as the doorbell 
for the property. Another smaller hand bell is more intact. A bell like this could have 
been used to call maids, announce dinner, or, as is suggested by records of other brothels, 
call the women down to the parlor when male customers arrive. In Nell Kimball’s 
brothel, she makes a point of stating that when the brothel was open for business she 
would ring a bell to call a maid who would inform the women that they should come 
down; she suggests that it was the practice in other houses to call out things like 
“Company, girls,” “gentlemen callers, ladies,” or “shake your asses” (Kimball 1970: 7).  
 The brothel at 27/29 Endicott Street appears to have created a fantasy of 
comfortable, mid-nineteenth century domesticity. Much of the material culture recovered 
from the 27/29 Endicott Street Privy consist of highly decorated tea wares and dinner 
wares, as well as cut and pressed table glass and lighting glass. The three most common 
types of ceramics recovered from the Endicott Street privy are ironstone, transfer-printed 
whiteware or pearlware, and blue shell-edged pearlware. Of these, 69 minimum vessels 
are decorated tea wares, and many of the tea wares match others in the deposit, 
suggesting sets rather than individual purchases. For example, the largest recovered set is 
of the Charles Meigh blue transfer-printed pattern called “Tivoli.” Of this pattern alone, 
eight nearly intact tea bowls were identified along with four matching saucers. This 
pattern was only produced between 1843 and 1855, which places its likely purchase 
during the early years of brothel occupation, although it might have been purchased 
second-hand or at discount later. Despite the apparent concern for matched wares, 
		
160 
however, most of the transfer-printed vessels have flaws in the transfer, either in the form 
of spots of blurring or wrinkles in the pattern (figure 6.5). In her examination of ceramic 
quality and consumer decision-making, Penny Crook notes that Australian consumers in 
1770 (the last year in which seconds and “worse” were advertised in that country) could 
save as much as 50 percent on imperfect ceramics (2011: 585). The “seconds market,” or 
the sale of sub-standard crockery and other goods, thrived into the middle of the 
nineteenth century in Boston and elsewhere, and being able to evaluate and choose 
ceramics prudently from the selection of flawed goods had certain social cache within the 
communities taking advantage of the seconds market (Crook 2011: 584). While 26 of the 
transferprinted ceramics were too fragmentary to adequately identify whether they were  
Figure 6.5. Examples of visible flaws from the Endicott 
Street ceramics. Above: substantial pattern bleeding 
around rim. Below: transfer wrinkling during 
application. 
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visibly flawed, 46 of the 83 vessels had flaws that were clearly visible while only 15 did 
not (figures 6.6) While transfer-printed wares are hardly high-cost goods, so many flawed 
vessels in the Endicott Street brothel suggest that the brothel madam was likely 
purchasing cheaper versions in quantity.  
  
 
 Despite the prevalence of flawed transfer printed wares, it does appear as though 
distinctions were made in the brothel between sets for tea or coffee and sets for dining. 
Of 98 plates, soup plates, and serving dishes, the majority are blue transfer-printed like 
the tea wares discussed above., only 11 out of the 31 transfer printed plates are meal 
sized, however (table 6.1). With the exception of two dinner plates and a soup plate, all 
transfer-printed plates are luncheon-sized and smaller. In contrast, most of the 11 blue 
shell-edged plates are luncheon-sized or larger with only three smaller, twiffler-sized 
plates. Ironstone and undecorated whiteware vessels of all sizes are part of the 
Figure 6.6. Transferprinted decoration, flawed versus unflawed 
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assemblage. It is likely that the smaller transfer-printed plates were used to provide small 
snacks or desserts with tea; the quantity of both tea wares and small plates further 
suggests that visitors to the brothel were treated to a tea service that would not have been  
 out of place in a contemporary middle-class household. Likewise, the plainer blue shell-
edged pearlware, undecorated whiteware, and ironstone might represent dining by the 
women living and working at the brothel when their clients were not around. 
 
Table 6.1. Plate diameters by ceramic type (diameters from Miller 1991)  
	
 Although the minimum number of alcohol bottles is surprisingly limited, whiskey 
flasks predominated, suggesting a preference for whiskey drinks over ale or wine. Of the 
16 confirmed alcohol bottles, five are wine or champagne bottles (at least two are likely 
champagne as two champagne corks were recovered), 10 are molded whiskey flasks, and 
one is a case gin bottle. The 43 minimum colorless glass tumblers (25 of which are fluted 
and appear to match or are intended to match with each other) alongside the numerous tea 
wares, suggest that the brothel included a typical “parlor” space where visitors and 
prostitutes socialized together, perhaps with musical accompaniment, gambling, or erotic 
performances and games to entertain them. While specific entertainments aren’t listed in 
Plate Types  
(diameters in inches) Ironstone 
whiteware 
(undec.) Transfer shell-edged porcelain other 
Platter 1 0 5 2 2 0 
Serving Dish (10-20") 3 3 4 0 0 0 
"Table" plates (9-10") 3 2 5 8 0 1 
Supper plates (8-9") 2 5 6 3 0 1 
Twifflers (7-8") 1 1 5 0 0 0 
Muffins (3-7") 4 1 6 0 3 0 
Soup plates 3 1 1 1 0 0 	
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earlier sporting guides, several brothels in New Orleans advertised orchestras or exotic 
dancers among the available entertainments as though the sex acts for purchase were an 
afterthought (Struve 2013) (figure 6.7). The presence of alcohol bottles and tumblers are 
commonly recovered from other brothel contexts. Indeed, in their analysis of a St. Paul 
Brothel, Ketz, Abel, and Schmidt determined that 74 of their glass vessels were tumblers 
(Ketz et al. 2005: 76). Like the brothel at 27/29 Endicott Street, however, the actual 
alcohol bottles are underrepresented.  
Figure 6.7. Advertisement for performances by Rita Walker in a 
New Orleans sporting guide (Struve 2013) 
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Despite the popular notion that brothels were “dens of iniquity,” historical 
descriptions of brothel spaces suggest that they were used as an alternate site of 
homosocial male bonding (in ways similar to gentlemen’s clubs). Thomas Gilfoyle, in his 
analysis of prostitution in New York City, suggested that the emergence of male 
“sporting-male culture” by the 1830s (organized as it was around various forms of 
gaming such as gambling, pugilism, and other “blood sports”) promoted male 
aggressiveness and promiscuity. Gilfoyle argued that, to sporting men, respectable, 
reproductive heterosexuality was associated with femininity and female control whereby 
prostitution, sexual display, and entertainment signified the excitement of youthful 
bachelorhood (Gilfoyle 1992:99). At the same time, the institutions that supported 
commercial sex did so through the promotion of male camaraderie and sexual fraternity. 
Pastiches of the domestic parlor, though with the notable addition of women whose 
sexual favors were available for purchase, would have allowed for the conversation and 
jovial competition (both recreationally and sexually) among visitors to the 27/29 Endicott 
St. brothel. The presence of alcohol was limited, but appears to have relied on the 
consumption of champagne and early cocktails, considering the tumblers and embossed 
whiskey flasks. These beverages would have been considered far more genteel than 
bottles of ale or gin, of which only a few were identified. The presence of tea wares 
further hints at a performance of gentility and elegant parlor behavior. Despite these 
beverage choices, the space may have still been raucous with music, dancing, and the 
playing of erotic games. While it appears that the façade of the brothel was that of 
domestic tranquility, the nature of the business meant that this fantasy could easily be 
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inverted—indeed, it might be that subversion of domesticity that the customers were 
paying for.        
 
Miss Adams’ Short Run 
 Despite the fact that documentary evidence indicates that she was the first madam 
at 27/29 Endicott Street, very little is known about Mary Adams. For unknown reasons, 
she ceased running the brothel at 27/29 Endicott Street sometime before 1856. Despite 
Mary Adams brief tenure at 27/29 Endicott Street, however, she substantially influenced 
the tone that the brothel would carry for the next decade. In establishing her brothel on 
Endicott Street, she not only avoids the unstable social and political treatment of 
prostitution in Boston, the placement of the brothel near the main rail depot in the city 
attracted a particular type of bourgeois clientele. The emphasis on taking tea, alongside 
the expected consumption of alcohol, suggests that she was intending to create an 
environment of inverted domesticity opposite from the loud and riotous dancehalls and 
basement brothel. Even the cleanliness and habits of the women working for her would 
have contributed to the environment that she was trying to promote.  
At the same time, the expectations of male patrons also shaped the economy of 
the 27/29 Endicott Street brothel. Conclusive records about the male patrons of this 
brothel do not exist, but their presence still leaves a trace in the way that the brothel space 
was both created and appraised. Through ancillary offerings such as entertainment and 
meal services, patrons could enjoy the parlor atmosphere of a middle-level brothel like 
27/29 Endicott Street as a space for homosocial bonding as well as erotic fantasy 
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performance. It appears that, at 27/29 Endicott Street at least, while the purchase of sex 
might have been the primary purpose of the brothel, it was not its only function.  
At the same time, the short time that Mary Adams spent running the brothel may 
also suggest that she was not as savvy in negotiating the business as her successor would 
become. While Mary Adams ran a brothel at the site, she shared the property with a 
grocer. Additionally, if Louisa Cowen came to the brothel with Henry Cowen (who died 
at the property in 1856—this will be discussed further in the subsequent chapter), it is 
possible that the brothel was not as formal or dedicated as the 1855 Massachusetts 
Census and its entry in the Directory to the Seraglios would suggest. Perhaps she allowed 
her prostitutes to entertain “fancy men,” a practice discouraged by some madams because 
of the potential for drama and violence that it caused (Kimball 1970). Or perhaps her 
house also served as a house of assignation as well as a formal brothel.  
In the following chapter I will explore the daily, embodied experiences of the 
women working at the Endicott Street brothel through the lens of Louisa Cowen’s time as 
madam. Using practices such as dining, health, hygiene, and personal adornment, I 
explore how sensory information can contribute to these daily experiences. I argue that, 
much as the setting of the brothel created a fantasy environment, the bodies of the women 
working at 27/29 Endicott were kept to particular standards in order to contribute to that 
fantasy.  
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Chapter 7 
Louisa Cowen: The Embodied Brothel 
 
The physical and psychological coping strategies practiced by the women 
ostensibly available for purchase at 27/29 Endicott Street played an equal a role in the 
brothel’s economy as did the trappings of the created space. These strategies transcended 
material culture and were manifest in the creation of dual identities: their personal 
identities and their public identities. Through an examination of artifacts that are 
commonly associated with dining, health, personal adornment, and other elements of 
“private” life, evaluating them within the context of 27/29 Endicott Street’s longest 
serving madam, Louisa Cowen, I demonstrate how important the coping strategies were 
to the brothel’s continued success. In addition, I explore how, within the brothel 
environment, the “private” lives of women engaged in sex work could be manipulated for 
the purpose of semi-public performance.  
 
Louisa Cowan: 27/29 Endicott Street’s Second Madam 
If her grave marker is accurate (birth date discrepancies will be discussed below), Louisa 
Cowen was born Louisa Clemons in 1838 in Wells, Vermont, the youngest of six 
children. Her parents, Asa and Mary Dimon Clemons, had been well established in Wells 
since their marriage so, although Louisa’s birth is not reported in local church records, 
nor does a record of her birth appear in the Vermont registry of births, it is likely that 
Louisa was born and grew up in Wells (Figure 7.1). There is a notable gap in the 
historical record concerning Louisa; in the 1850 federal census, when she would have 
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been 12, she was not reported as living with her parents, any of her older siblings, or any 
of her father’s siblings. 
 It is possible that the “Loisa” Cowen identified in the 1855 Massachusetts State 
census, who was living with Henry Cowen and Charles Cowen in Worcester, might be 
the correct individual (Massachusetts State Census 1855). A Henry Cowen was recorded 
as dying of heart disease at 27 Endicott Street on July 2, 1856 (Massachusetts Vital 
Records 1855). In the record of his death he was reported as having been married. 
Louisa’s grave marker notes that she was “wife of Henry Cowen,” and a history of the 
town of Wells produced in Hiland Paul (1869) suggests that she married a “Mr. Cowen of 
Figure 7.1. The Clemons family farm, the farmhouse largely unchanged since the nineteenth century 
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Boston,” though irregularities in this particular source make it difficult to treat it as 
unquestionable. Additionally, the age given for Loisa Cowen was 26 (if this is accurate, 
her birth year would have been 1829). This does not match the grave marker data, 
although, it does come close to the given age for Louisa Cowen of Endicott Street 
reported as 30 in the 1860 federal census (date of birth 1830) and as 35 in the 1865 
Massachusetts census (date of birth 1830) (U.S. Federal Census 1860; Massachusetts 
State Census 1865). While it is possible that the date provided on the grave marker is 
inaccurate, it is also possible that Louisa was regularly inflating her age in civic records 
(something that Mary Padelford did in later years, as I will discuss in the next chapter). 
Another clue that Loisa Cowen of Worcester might be Louisa Cowen of Endicott Street is 
that her household contains a Black woman with the recorded name of “Ranolin Jones,” 
aged 25. In the 1860 Federal census data for 27/29 Endicott Street, a Black woman 
named Adeline Jones was reported at the address living with Louisa Cowen, aged 25, 
with her occupation listed as “domestic” (U.S. Federal Census 1860). This might be 
coincidental, but it is possible that Ranolin and Adeline are the same person. Archival 
searches for either name have not produced meaningful results.  
It is clear, however that Louisa Cowen is installed at 27/29 Endicott Street by 
1856. This is the first year that she was reported in the Tax Valuation books as the 
primary resident. It is likely that sometime before June of 1856 Louisa had replaced Mary 
Adams as the madam at 27/29 Endicott Street. It seems that Louisa was financially 
successful very early, as in the following year, she purchased the Clemons family farm in 
Wells, Vermont from her parents for $400 (around $10,000 in current money) and leased 
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the property to them for a dollar a year with the understanding that they would “use, 
improve, and farm” the property for the rest of their natural lives (Rutland County Deeds 
1857). There is no background associated with this agreement beyond the legal 
paperwork; it is possible that Louisa’s parents had found themselves in financial 
difficulty and Louisa used her considerable wealth to assist them.  
When Louisa took over the running of the brothel, she became associated with 
both the 27 and 29 Endicott Street addresses, and there was no longer a grocer at the site. 
The property appears to have only been used for prostitution during her tenure. The 1860 
census data reported the smallest number of women employed at the 27/29 Endicott 
Street brothel for the years for which we have records, with five women between the ages 
of 17 and 24 likely working as prostitutes and two Black women, Adeline Jones and 
Sarah Hill, aged 24 and 25 reported as domestics. It is possible that they were cooks, 
maids, or cleaners at the brothel, but it is also possible that there were women of different 
races working as prostitutes at the brothel. The segregation of Boston society, however, 
makes the latter option unlikely. Unfortunately, I have been unable to find reliable 
information about either of these women outside of this census. The smaller selection of 
women at the brothel does not mean that the brothel was struggling. Historians such as 
Thomas Gilfoyle have observed that some of the higher class houses in places such as 
New York and Washington, DC actually employed small numbers of women (Gilfoyle 
1991: 164). It is possible that Louisa Cowen was focusing on quality over quantity in this 
sense. In the 1860 census, all of the women residing at the brothel were reported as 
Americans, specifically Yankees from Massachusetts, Maine, and New Hampshire.  
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Slight changes in brothel organization are evident in the 1865 Massachusetts state 
census data. The number of women employed at the brothel had increased to seven, and 
fewer were teenagers—the youngest woman residing at the brothel was 19, all others 
were between 20 and 24. Only one woman was reported with the occupation of “servant,” 
28-year-old Margaret Hobo, a white Nova Scotian (she is the only woman who reported 
an occupation, so it is likely she was working as the brothel’s cook, maid, or cleaner). 
The largest noticeable difference is that Louisa Cowen appears to have begun hiring 
foreign-born women as prostitutes. While most were still Americans from New York, 
Vermont, and Maine, women from England, Ireland, and Nova Scotia were also reported 
in this census.  
 
Communal Dining at 27/29 Endicott Street 
  Undoubtedly, each day in the brothel would have begun with a meal. This 
element of brothel life is one of those least discussed in the historical literature; a varied, 
well-rounded diet would have likely been important for a sex worker, however, who 
needed to stay generally healthy and energetic late into the evening. The act of eating is, 
by its nature, an embodied act—taking sustenance into the body, experiencing the food 
and drink being consumed, and performing the postures of expected table manners. In 
reflecting on how foodways have traditionally been treated in studies of prehistoric sites, 
Yannis Hamilakis critiqued the tendency to restrict study to subsistence patterns and 
resource acquisition. Instead, he advocated a movement towards a discussion of 
foodways in terms of the “consuming body” (Hamilakis 2002: 123). 
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Archaeological analysis of foodways in terms of both the experience of dining 
and the materiality of dining practices can expand the utility of this approach in 
archaeological interpretation. As Mary Beaudry suggests, bringing together multiple lines 
of evidence can establish connections between the material culture, historical documents, 
and theoretical ideas of sensoriality. Beaudry advocates for using objects to understand 
the practices of people in the past and how and why they carried out these practices, not 
just consumption in terms of economic transaction (Beaudry 2015: 186). Historical 
archaeologists have traditionally tried to use consumption studies in order to make 
interpretations about the relationships between different people, sexuality and gender, 
ethnic relationships, and ways of thinking about the body.  
In nineteenth-century writings on food, authors described how they perceived one 
should feel about eating and what it should mean morally, philosophically, and 
practically. Even within the middle-class domestic homes, for which these sorts of books 
were designed, however it was not always black and white. As Michael Lucas notes, even 
if a particular set of ideas seem dominant within a society, conditions of dominance are 
not static and, instead, constantly subject to challenge and compromise (Lucas 1994: 81). 
Despite this reality, the nineteenth century saw an explosion in the publication of books 
related to cooking, etiquette, social graces, and appropriate behavior (including, but not 
limited to, health and grooming, diet, child rearing, and other topics). Over 100 such 
books were published between 1830 and 1860, that number rising to an average of five or 
six yearly between 1870 and 1917 (Lucas 1994: 81). In addition to these books, advice 
appeared in columns and articles in newspapers and magazines such as Harper’s Bazaar 
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and the Lady’s Home Journal. The burgeoning nineteenth-century middle class had no 
dearth of choice in instruction for refinement and dining, and the appropriate 
accoutrements were not neglected in this instruction.  
Robert Tomes’ The Bazar Book of Decorum, written in 1870, provides an 
excellent example of the complex purposes that etiquette guides served during this 
period. His chapter on the etiquette of breakfast is full of descriptions of “brightness,” 
“lightness,” and all things glistening. The “white china,” “shining urn or kettle,” “crisp 
loaf,” and “glistening vessels of glass” are required by the author, not only because they 
are pleasing to the eye, but because they are necessary for the morning appetite itself. He 
states that if one must eat left over cold cuts or meat pies that they should be “banished to 
the sideboard” and not mar the freshness of the breakfast table (Tomes 1870: 196). 
Despite this emphasis on “lightness” and “brightness,” however, breakfast was expected 
to be a solid, substantial meal comprising of both hot and cold dishes.  
Tomes’ language, however, is not merely a suggestion of fashionable arrangement 
of the table and sideboard, but also implies that such arrangements are aesthetically 
necessary for the act of consuming because of the otherwise disordered nature of 
breakfast. The lack of rank distinctions, the presence of children, and overall disregard 
for time structure (each diner “is allowed to drop in when and how he may”), speaks to an 
anarchy that can only be held at bay by simple, modest, and clean arrangement of the 
breakfast table (Tomes 1870: 197).  
A different set of values was expressed in dinner than in the breakfast. The layout 
of the dinner table was important; a meal comprised not only the food on the table but the 
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order in which it was served and what it looked like (Flanders 2003: 272). According to 
etiquette authors, the different types of food presented to the company of diners was 
expected to be variable, wholesome, and filling. They treat the food and the manner of 
eating the food at dinner (or supper) as more important than the instruments on the table. 
Quantities of food in the different dining styles. When meals were served á la française, 
the display of the meal required large portions that would stay out on the table so long 
that sizeable quantities were required to prevent half-full platters from looking shabby 
(Flanders 2003: 275). Despite the loose following of the “French” dining style (in which 
the food is placed before diners already cut up and plated), the American style of dining 
was described as democratic and satisfying the tastes of any guest.  
What is interesting in comparing Tomes section on breakfast to his section on 
dinner is that his focus shifted away from the implements on the table to focus instead on 
the food, the order in which it should be consumed, and its healthfulness. In the 
nineteenth century, the dining room could be perceived as the site of the household’s 
moral stability. The space was seen as a masculine domain through the middle of the 
century, the décor styles reflected the civilizing and taming of the wilderness, as Kenneth 
Ames (1992) describes. It shifts towards a feminine space later in the nineteenth century 
when décor changes to favor lighter colors and floral imagery. The moral undertones of 
the dining room’s décor can be reflected in the practice of dining itself. George Winfred 
Hervey writing in 1856 attached a Christian morality to the amount of food and types of 
foods present, claiming that vast quantities of delicacies when so many go hungry does 
not show an appropriate Christian ethic, noting that guests would appreciate neither the 
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wasteful extravagance nor the feeling that they are eating their friends into bankruptcy. 
Hervey also pressed for the blending of friends of different socioeconomic backgrounds 
in a dinner party, chastising the wealthy for their “aristocratic exclusiveness” and its 
promotion of social castes (Hervey 1856: 230). One might get the impression that for 
writers of the period, dining at the Victorian table was never meant to be about the food, 
but instead the social and moral ideas that dining carried.  
The etiquette books cited above were not intended to be inclusive, however. They 
were aimed at a middle-class audience, telling them about what social and moral 
information they should be consuming during public and private dining performances. 
Neither the wealthy are included (likely there was an assumption that these members of 
society already knew the coded messages through “good breeding”) nor the working 
classes, especially those residing in boardinghouses. On the surface, brothel dining 
practices appear most comparable to those of boardinghouse residents because of the 
large numbers of unrelated individuals living together and overseen by a household 
manager. Boardinghouses, like brothels, occupied a very particular place in the 
nineteenth-century psyche. In general, the nineteenth century middle- and upper-classes 
believed that boardinghouse life was detrimental to the myth of the American Dream. 
The boardinghouse was seen as the refuge of the unmotivated and a great social evil 
promoting an unwholesome lifestyle (Lucas 1994: 83). Some believed that social order 
was cultivated at the individual level and that large numbers of people living together was 
detrimental to this goal. A landlady could not provide sufficient, domestic care to the 
people beneath her roof because the commercial aspect of the space tainted it—landladies 
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were motivated by “interest” not “affection” (Gamber 2007: 78).  
Dining was also a point of contention as regards types of foods available and 
quantities. In his humorous satire about boardinghouse life, Thomas Butler Gunn 
suggests that even the most “genteel” boardinghouses provided food of an insufficient 
quantity (Gunn 1857). His starving character is not only provided with comically thin 
slices of meat, but his plate is whisked away too soon if he is not paying attention causing 
him to seek a restaurant after supper (Gunn 1857: 44). The ultimate arrangement of the 
boardinghouse table fell for the most part to the boardinghouse keeper. They controlled 
all meals and the decisions as to vessels used in serving and the arrangement of the 
tables. The 1891 boarding house located in Lower Town Harper’s Ferry contained 
considerably higher percentage of tea and coffee related ceramics than table wares as 
well as large plates (9-10 inches) and bakers that could be used for the serving of food 
(Lucas 1994: 87). The boardinghouse assemblage suggests different levels of formality 
were observed in the dining room. Larger plates suggest that the diners were using the 
less fashionable “Old English” (or “family”) style of helping themselves to items within 
reach. The undecorated table wares could easily be replaced without worrying about the 
replacements not matching the set. This configuration contributed to what Gamber notes 
in the literature as “the boardinghouse reach”: a breakdown of dining etiquette 
concerning serving or helping yourself occurring when a diner stands up at the table and 
pulls a serving dish towards him (Gamber 2007: 92). 
While I have already discussed in earlier chapters the seemingly regular practice 
of taking tea with brothel customers, the tablewares recovered from the Endicott Street 
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Privy suggest a more varied dining style than that practiced within boardinghouses. The 
types of meals that were consumed by the brothel residents and employees can best be 
distinguished from their boardinghouse contemporaries through the types of faunal and 
botanical remains recovered. A surprising number of faunal remains were intact enough 
to identify species, element, and rough age (juvenile, young adult, adult). When 
comparing these data to contemporary butchery charts, some hypotheses can be made 
about the types of cuts popular at 27/29 Endicott as well as potential dishes into which 
they might have been incorporated. As discussed earlier, the faunal assemblage was 
dominated by cow, pig, and sheep with some presence of fowl such as goose, turkey, and 
chicken. When examining the recovered faunal elements compared to 1850s butcher 
charts (figure 7.2) it appears that the diet provided to the women living at the brothel was 
surprisingly diverse. Interestingly, beef was only the third most numerous species 
represented (by element count). In the nineteenth century, the most likely correlate to 
brothel dining would be a boardinghouse. The relative underrepresentation of beef at the 
table, however, and, when it was there, the prevalence of more choice cuts like sirloin 
and ribs (likely made into rib roasts), suggests that the beef provided was more choice 
than typically offered at a boardinghouse table.  
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In Wendy Gamber’s discussion of boardinghouse life, she notes that a key 
complaint of boarders was the lack of variety or quality of their food. Citing landlady’s 
overreliance on “dry” beef roasts, she argues that the landladies were cooking meat that 
did not require much attention since they also needed to see to cleaning and other 
household tasks (Gamber 2007: 84). Despite this, Stephen Mrozowski, Grace Ziesing, 
and Mary Beaudry’s discussion of dining in the Boott Mills boardinghouses in Lowell, 
Massachusetts demonstrated that, while beef appeared to dominate the archaeological 
record, butchery analysis showed that the cuts were more varied than expected. It should 
Figure 7.2. Butchery cuts for beef, veal, mutton, and pork (Leslie 1855: 513-514) 
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be noted that, even with sampling biases, the entire picture of meat consumption at 27/29 
Endicott Street likely has large gaps. Indeed, large cuts were popular during the period of 
study, these are not represented by the bones recovered at the site, even if bought already 
broken down at market. Because the faunal record is incomplete, it is likely we are 
missing considerable data about the meat-centric meals preferred by the madam, her 
employees, and, perhaps, the visiting customers, however, those remains that we do have 
speak to variety and costliness in the beef cuts present.  
Pork and mutton or lamb appear to have been more preferred than beef, however. 
Interestingly, 73 percent of the pig elements were from the feet. Pickled or soused pigs’ 
feet make an appearance in contemporary cookbooks and are recommended both breaded 
and fried or straight from the pickle. Was this preferred as a low-cost, high-calorie 
protein that could be made up in advance? Pickled pigs’ feet are still enjoyed in the 
United States, particularly in the south. Alternately, the feet of both pigs and sheep could 
have been used to make jellies—in her 1853 cookbook Elizabeth Leslie prefers the use of 
calf’s feet for jellies, but she does note that pigs’ and sheep’s feet can be used as sub-par 
substitutes (Leslie 1851: 331). Of all the elements associated with sheep, 15 percent are 
from feet. Leslie recommends boiling equal parts pigs’ liver and pigs’ feet together to 
make liver pudding (Leslie 1851: 128) Eliza Acton’s Modern Cookery (1845) also 
presents a sort of jellied meat dish named Tonbridge Brawn that braises pickled pigs’ ears 
and boneless, pickled pigs’ feet inside the pig’s cranial cavity. As cranial elements were 
also recovered from the privy, it is equally possible that an adventurous cook at 27/29 
Endicott was preparing this complex dish.  
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Unsurprisingly, most of the elements from all the animals represented at 27/29 
Endicott Street might be from cuts that are associated with roasts or stewed dishes. 
Perhaps less surprising, however, a fair number also could represent cutlets, chops, and 
steaks. It appears that while cooking for a number of people was clearly a priority, the 
house might have had a formal cook prepare meals and dining patterns more akin to those 
of smaller families. Not only did the women of 27/29 Endicott Street also enjoy chicken, 
turkey, and goose in likely greater quantities than their boardinghouse contemporaries, 
there were copious numbers of fish bones (particularly ribs and vertebrae), oysters, 
lobster, and other shellfish. In outlining the day of the women that she employed, Nell 
Kimball emphasized the importance of a large, varied meals. As she notes: “I saw they 
had good meal. No la-dee-dah-ing. A gumbo or okra soup, steak, potatoes, turkey, white 
meat of chicken, a river catfish fried golden, apple pie, and lots of stewed fruit” (Kimball 
1974: 6).  
Kimball offered an aside that women engaged in prostitution often suffered from 
constipation, recommending the provision of a lot of fruit as an important aid for 
alleviating that concern. Likewise, the Endicott Street privy contained a large variety of 
fruit macrobotanicals, specifically peach pits, cherry stones, plums, dates, and grapes. 
Indeed, if compared to modern peaches (which I acknowledge are larger than nineteenth-
century varieties), the peach pits represent roughly 19 pounds of peaches. In addition to 
the stone fruit remains, squash and tomato seed were also present. Several nut types that 
might have been cooked with also could have been present in the parlor as snacks for 
guests, among them walnuts, pecans, and hazelnuts. Some of the more exotic food types 
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were represented in the botanicals. Brazil nut fragments and 17 coconut shell fragments 
are reminders of the far-flung destinations of the ships coming in and out of Boston 
harbor during the nineteenth century. All cookbooks surveyed include recipes for sweet 
coconut desserts like custards, biscuits, and pies but Lady Charlotte Bury (1844) included 
in her cookery book several recipes for savory Indian-inspired curries. As to what the 
cook at 27/29 Endicott used coconut for, it is impossible to tell.  
 
Preservation of health, the avoidance of motherhood, and the inevitable failure of both 
 Around 30 glass vaginal syringes, ranging in length from 12.8 cm to 15.5 cm 
long, all relatively intact, were recovered from the 27/29 Endicott privy. Body 
construction of these syringes consisted of a long tube of mouth-blown glass with four or 
five perforations at the closed end and a threaded lead cap at the open end. A rod of glass, 
either solid or hollow, feeds through the lead cap and gasket, requiring pressure to force 
fluid out of the perforated end. Extant examples of syringes manufactured by the 
Sandwich Glass Company in the 1850s show that it is likely the interior end of the rod 
would have been wrapped in cotton and the cap would have had a cork gasket in order to 
provide suction and pressure (Kaiser 2010). As Ashley Morton notes, these sorts of 
artifacts were not uncommon within the average domestic household and would have 
been most often used for the purpose of hygienic cleansing (Morton 2013). It is possible 
that the primary purpose of the glass syringes at 27/29 Endicott was personal douching 
and cleanliness  
While Victorian sensibilities relegated douching to the realm of the “taboo,” or at 
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least the medical (Brodie 1994: 67), the ways and places in which syringes were used in a 
brothel may have been beyond of their conventional application. It is likely that syringe 
users were douching in bedrooms or workrooms. While it's possible that this took place 
between clients, the importance of cleanliness of women employed in houses of 
prostitution was heavily advertised, so it is possible that douching in front of the client 
was done as a demonstration of a prostitute’s cleanliness in much the same way as a 
prostitute cleansing and disinfecting her client before servicing him (Rose 1974: 162).  
Another application of douching is related to the treatment of venereal disease. In 
the nineteenth century, venereal disease was socially regarded as evidence of sexual 
deviancy (Piercy 2007: 236). Many of the moralizing, anti-prostitution literature directly 
linked venereal disease to prostitution, with prostitution singled out as a primary source 
of transmission. Often language suggests that venereal disease originated from prostitutes 
(Committee of Fifteen 1902: 77). Despite this concern, treatments available for 
combatting venereal disease before the advent of antibiotics were largely ineffective. 
While it is possible that the presence of vaginal syringes in the Endicott Street privy 
represents a women or women who were treating themselves for infections, it just is 
likely that they were used as a preventative treatment. A prostitute at the Endicott Street 
brothel would likely have been required by the madam or manager to douche before and 
after seeing a customer for sex (perhaps in the customer’s presence as an assurance of the 
house’s hygiene practices). This strict and invasive control by external actors would have 
created a tenuousness to the full autonomy of the prostitute over her own private and 
intimate health.  
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It is unclear whether any of the unmarked bottles recovered from the privy 
contained medications intended to treat venereal disease. Of those with residue that could 
be analyzed, three bottles contained copaiba oil, a balsam resin and astringent, and one 
bottle likely contained mercury, a traditional treatment for syphilis. Because of its 
astringency, injecting copaiba oil likely caused intimate discomfort to the user, but it 
would also have produced a distinct, strong smell (indeed, the remaining residue in the 
collection is still quite pungent). It seems likely that a prostitute using this treatment 
would have had smelled strongly of it. Perhaps, however, this contributed to the comfort 
of the customers at 27/29 Endicott Street as it might have assured them that the available 
women were taking measures to prevent disease.  
Another use for copaiba oil could have been for birth control or as an 
abortifacient. Several methods were used, often together, as a means of staving off 
pregnancy, but douching was the most popular throughout the nineteenth century (even if 
it was not terribly effective). Although douching for the purpose of hygiene as well as 
birth control was done using just water, other chemical astringents were also used (Brodie 
1994: 68). For Victorian prostitutes, preventing pregnancy was an important professional 
precaution.  
The sexual, public-bodied, and commercially engaged prostitute was seen as a 
threat to the “morality” of nineteenth-century society and appeared to contemporary 
middle-class observers to lead lives contrary to cultural expectations of middle-class 
womanhood. Such expectations, often glossed as the “cult of true womanhood” or the 
“cult of domesticity” (Welter 1966), required that a woman be pious, submissive, 
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domestic, and virginal before marriage and monogamous with a disinterest in sex after 
marriage. Motherhood was especially emphasized and considered the most important role 
of the Victorian woman. Contemporary moralists and reformers believed that the mother, 
as the homemaker, transmitted moral and cultural values to her children and prepared 
them for the social demands of the middle-class world (Hill 1993: 17). In his reformist 
work, Prostitution in the United States, Howard Woolston declared that “rearing children 
is not in harmony with prostitution,” and that “the mother’s care for her child, even 
though it be illegitimate, is one of the strongest forces to conserve her against 
promiscuity” (Woolston 1921: 52). 
In actuality, the idealized values of “true womanhood” that so defined the middle-
class reform literature were in many ways a simplification of middle-class reality and 
unattainable luxuries for the working-class woman. Despite the inherent emphasis on 
domesticity, middle-class women were able to expand the domestic sphere into the male-
dominated public sphere through works that encouraged civic protection and reform of 
domestic concerns (Spencer-Wood 2013: 174). By manipulating the ideals of female 
domesticity, middle-class women were able to achieve a place in the public sphere. As to 
working-class women, many had to work outside the home in order to support an entire 
family or add to their husband’s inadequate income (Gilfoyle 1991: 289). Prostitution 
was a common income supplement as well as a major alternative to hard, industrial labor 
at starvation wages (Cott and Pleck 1979: 569). In depressed neighborhoods, as long as it 
was not practiced openly, prostitution was tolerated and in some ways accepted (Hill 
1993: 179). Because of this, prostitutes who had children often took advantage of 
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childcare options afforded to other women laborers who worked away from the home, for 
instance, leaving a child in the care of relatives or neighbors (Hill 1995: 313).  
Much middle-class reform literature mentions children and the need to provide for 
them in cases of bastardy or desertion, as a key reason that women voluntarily entered 
into sex work. Very little is said, however, about the inevitable outcome of prostitution in 
an era of unreliable and virtually inaccessible methods of birth control. “Violet,” born in 
a brothel in Storyville, New Orleans, wondered, “Why do people think whores can’t have 
kids?” when she described the birth of many children in the same brothel attic where she 
had been born (Rose 1974: 148). In 1859 William Sanger suggested that 57 percent of the 
children of prostitutes in New York City were born after their mothers entered “the trade” 
(Sanger 1859: 480). In addition, he determined that 73 of the reported 732 children in 
New York born to prostitutes were still living with their mothers (Sanger 1859: 483). 
Sanger accounted only for those children who had been reported to him: it is doubtless 
that the number of children with mothers in sex work was considerably higher. 
Regardless, prostitute mothers were not a unique phenomenon.  
Prostitutes who did carry a child to term and who lacked a close social network 
(such as an accepting family or neighbors) had few good options if they did not want to 
keep a child with them at a brothel. Many sent their children to boarding schools, if they 
could afford it. Sometimes they placed their children in the care of older women (often 
ex-prostitutes) or in something known as a “baby-farm.” Baby-farms earned their 
notoriety in Victorian Britain, where the “farmers,” often would either receive monthly 
payments to assume care of wanted infants or a sum for the disposal of unwanted infants. 
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Infants kept alive would usually suffer from inadequate nourishment and be drugged to 
keep them quiet and passive (Bently 2005: 200).  
Though surprisingly overlooked in much of the American reform literature, baby-
farming was not an uncommon practice in the United States. In both British and 
American contexts, baby farms were rarely actual farms. Many times they were crowded 
urban dwellings. In Neglected Neighbors, Charles Weller describes the treatment of 
infants left in the care of Elsie Ranson of Washington, D.C. as being “on the principle 
that sunlight and fresh air are injurious” (Weller 1909: 31). A local example of the danger 
of employing a “baby farmer” to care for an illegitimate child can be found in an 1875 
murder investigation of Holliston, Massachusetts resident Mary Reynolds and her 
husband. In this case, the setting was a farm. Newspaper reports suggest that Reynolds 
was well known to the community as a baby farmer (Boston Herald 27 January, 1875). 
Train officials testified at her trial that she must have received around 200 infants from 
Boston over several years. Reynolds in fact received 50 dollars per month from a charity 
of Boston ladies for the care of poor children.  The Framingham Gazette reported that 
many of the infants in Reynolds’ care came from the home for Destitute Children, 
although there is some indication that infants were removed from situations in which the 
mother was simply deemed too poor (Framingham Gazette 27 January, 1875).  
When five infants died in quick succession, Reynolds and her husband were 
arrested for murder. Two women in her employ, Mary Colby and Eliza Sheehan, whose 
son Thomas was among the dead infants, acted as witnesses for the prosecution and 
reported that Mary Reynolds physically abused the infants in her care and routinely 
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drugged them with laudanum so that they would not cry. In the end, despite the coroner’s 
determination that three infants whose remains were exhumed had died from laudanum 
overdoses and had been physically abused and neglected (The Framingham Gazette 4 
February, 1875), Reynolds and her husband were found not guilty. After the verdict, 
there was even a proposal to charge Mary Colby with perjury, illustrating the danger that 
poor women faced if they came forward and accused baby farmers (Boston Daily 
Advertiser 6 February, 1875). 
Beyond concerns about extremes such as baby farms, the futures of children of 
nineteenth-century sex workers were far from certain. By the 1830s, child prostitution 
had become a major public concern (Gilfoyle 1992: 65). While most child prostitutes 
came from families of unskilled industrial laborers who worked to supplement the family 
income, some were also children of prostitutes and had been born and raised in brothels. 
“Violet,” mentioned above, who began washing and disinfecting her mother’s clients at 
the age of 10 for tips of a few dollars, joined the brothel as a full prostitute by the time 
she was 12. On reflection, she had never seen anything wrong, immoral, or unusual about 
her experience, having spent her entire life in a brothel (Rose 1974: 150). “Violet” in no 
way believed her experience to be unique and recalled that she knew of many mother-
daughter prostitute acts and that she was part of one herself (Rose 1974: 148). There was 
little legal deterrence for a young girl becoming a prostitute. During the middle of the 
nineteenth century, the age of consent in New York was as low as 10, in other states it 
averaged 12 and was not raised until 1885 (Gilfoyle 1992: 69).  
There is evidence, however, that the brothel community took responsibility for the 
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children raised within it. As Marilynn Hill described in her work on prostitution in 
nineteenth-century New York, when two older girls bullied the four-year-old daughter of 
the prostitute Mary Bowen and took the money that she had been given, her mother, 
using her influence and relationship with the police, had the two girls arrested (Hill 1993: 
315). Similarly, after the son of prostitute Susan “Jenny” Sweet got into trouble for 
stealing, Sweet had him sent on a whaling voyage out of concern for his welfare and in 
order to break his connection with his “bad associates” (Hill 1993: 316). Although 
motherhood was doubtless a strain and hazard of prostitution, many prostitutes welcomed 
or sought out the opportunity to become mothers. In some instances, courts awarded 
custody of orphans or abused children to prostitutes and madams who were well known 
by the authorities. This was despite public perception that prostitutes had a detrimental 
effect on the children they reared (Hill 1993: 317). 
Fellow prostitutes who perhaps did not have children of their own recognized the 
importance of motherhood and were known to contribute monetarily if a prostitute sent 
her child to a baby-farm and was unable to make the regular payment, or to offer comfort 
and consolation for a lost child (Rosen 1982: 105). It is likely that the idea of motherhood 
as being woman’s “first duty of life” filtered down from the middle-class through popular 
culture and advertisements (Hill 1993: 317). It is just as likely, however, that many 
prostitutes, eroticized and disparaged as they were by their clients and society, felt 
maternal affection for their infants and the infants of their peers. 
The 27/29 Endicott Street assemblage contains several artifacts relating directly to 
children. Specifically, there are a dozen baby, child, and youth shoes that have been 
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previously studied and published by Stevens and Ordoñez (2005). Also from the same 
context, archaeologists found small fragments of a green transferware “Dr. Franklin’s 
Maxims” mug. The only toys that were recovered from the privy were three undecorated 
ceramic marbles, one ceramic marble with hand-painted polychrome “bullseyes,” and a 
broken toy drum stick. In addition, two nearly complete name mugs were recovered from 
the lower strata of the east privy chamber, one with the name “Frances” and one with a 
partial name beginning “Loui…” (possibly Louisa or Louis). As Sally Crawford suggests 
in her discussion of the biographies of children’s objects, child-related artifacts can 
follow several different paths to the child. Apart from being given directly to children, 
objects might be abandoned by adults and retrieved by children, children might damage 
adult objects, precipitating their discard from the “adult world,” or naturally occurring 
objects, like sticks, might skip adult interaction altogether before becoming integrated 
into childhood (Crawford 2009: 63).  
The only “toys” recovered from the Endicott Street privy, marbles and part of a 
toy drumstick, can also help in piecing together a brothel childhood when combined with 
historical methods. The marbles recovered from the brothel privy are some of the most 
common forms. Three of the four can be classified as “commies,” or crude, inexpensive, 
mass-produced ceramic marbles. The Endicott Street “commie” marbles are undecorated 
and irregularly shaped. The fourth marble is porcelain handpainted with polychrome 
bullseyes. In Carskadden and Gartley’s 1990 seriation, they date this type of bullseye 
marble to between 1850 and around 1870 (Carskadden and Gartley 1990: 63). While 
archaeologists cannot ignore the possibility of the marbles having been used in adult 
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games, such as solitaire or gambling, the types of marbles recovered from the privy 
suggest that they most likely belonged to the children residing in the building.  
Marbles are especially ubiquitous children’s toys in the archaeological record, 
likely because of they were made from durable materials and, in the course of game play, 
were often lost (Carskadden and Gartley 1990: 55; Wilkie 2000: 102). Rebecca Yamin, in 
her 2002 article on working-class toys in Five Points, New York, interprets marbles as a 
male-oriented game. It was active, played in the street, and could take place far from the 
home (Yamin 2002: 122). In addition to being seen as a boys’ game, marbles is a game 
best played with companions. Margaretha Vlahos argues that marbles represent child-
structured play, or play initiated by the children themselves rather than adults. Within 
child-structured play, children negotiate the rules that govern the game (Vlahos 2014: 
266). One can imagine that despite the domestic environment of a marble’s owner, there 
was still a level of camaraderie with either the neighborhood children or other children 
residing in the brothel, to some extent countering the public perception of the life of a 
prostitute’s child being lonely and full of misery.  
Several artifacts provide evidence for the presence of at least one infant. A pair of 
glass nursing shields was recovered from the privy and would have been tucked into a 
corset to protect garments from expressed breast milk during lactation. A bottle that once 
contained of Mrs. Winslow’s Soothing syrup, a tonic of mostly opiates and alcohol that 
would have been administered to a teething baby, was also among the finds. While the 
nursing shields might have been worn by Mary Padelford after the birth of Alice and then 
discarded after Alice’s death, it is unlikely that Alice would have begun teething early 
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enough for her to use Winslow’s Soothing Syrup for its intended purpose. It is possible, if 
Alice was being bottle fed, that Mary Padelford might have given her doses to help with 
the stress of being weaned (Calvert 1992: 77). If the soothing syrup does pertain to Alice 
Padelford’s short life, another interpretation is that Mary and William Padelford were 
choosing to administer it to her as a relief from diarrhea and intestinal discomfort (despite 
William Padelford’s claim to be a homeopathic doctor). This treatment was an additional 
claim made by the advertisers of Mrs. Winslow’s Soothing Syrup as diarrhea was seen as 
a symptom of teething and which Alice would have suffered from as a result of Cholera 
Infantum. Indeed, an 1860 advertisement for Mrs. Winslow’s Soothing syrup claimed to 
provide a “speedy remedy” for Cholora Infantum (New York Times 9 August, 1860). 
Despite these possible interpretations, the presence of shoes that are small enough for an 
older baby or toddler suggests that children other than those of the Padelfords or Inas 
lived at the site during the course of its occupation. 
Perhaps the most provocative child-related artifacts from 27-29 Endicott Street 
are the three mugs recovered from the privy. The names on the 27/29 Endicott Street 
mugs are written in script rather than block letters and the cartouches surrounding the 
names are decorated with floral motifs. In one respect, the giving of mugs had social 
importance. Occasionally they would be used as prizes for accomplishment in public 
institutions such as Sunday school (Crewe and Hadley 2013: 93). Often mugs given for 
accomplishment include indications of what the reward was given for, such as “a present 
for knitting well,” although this was not the exclusive form of prize mugs (McClinton 
2014). The feminine choice of script lettering on the Endicott Street mugs possibly 
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suggesting an aspiration towards elegant handwriting and the floral motifs potentially 
related to idealized nineteenth-century aesthetics equating natural beauty with moral 
uprightness, as explored archaeologically by Robert Fitts (1999). The presence of a Dr. 
Franklin’s Maxims mug also contributes to the promotion of idealized middle-class 
values. The cheerful men chopping oaks and making hay on the mug further transmit an 
image of idealized pastoral America, seemingly in stark contrast to the interior of an 
urban brothel. It is likely that much more is going on, however.  
Having particular mugs for children not only attempted to instill expectations of 
middle-class gentility, but also served a very particular training in proper dining. Mothers 
were instructed by various domestic guides to provide a “special cup, plate, and spoon to 
each child” (Green and Perry 1983: 48). As Fitts suggests, this was most likely to help 
teach children that each place setting was the property of its diner (and not to grab food 
off the plates of others) and that a name on a vessel helped a child identify with it as 
theirs (Fitts 1999: 49). Even if such mugs were purchased second-hand or were passed 
down, they indicate some concern for the proper socialization of children.  
While most adult mugs and cups recovered from the privy were blue transfer-
printed pearlware of different designs, the children’s mugs are visually very different in 
form and pattern. By providing a piece of dining ware that differs substantially from what 
other diners were using, a clear message of distinction between the child’s place setting 
and adults with whom they might be sharing the table was conveyed. By providing a 
special place setting, the provider of mugs may have been giving the child something that 
was specially theirs (Yamin 2002: 121), doubtless a rarity in an environment where their 
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needs might have been seen as secondary to the success of the brothel as a business. In 
addition, the nineteenth century was a time when childhood as a special stage of 
development was recognized and nurtured. Rather than dressing children as miniature 
adults (Baxter 2005), middle-class Victorians in particular become concerned with 
preserving the purity and innocence of childhood. The production of cheap ceramics 
specifically for children allowed for the inevitable breakage of dishware without too 
much anxiety and acknowledged the distinction between childhood and adulthood with 
child-targeted products (Jones and Kaktins 2015).   
The possibility that the mugs recovered were not specifically purchased for the 
children using them, however, cannot be ignored. The Franklin’s Maxims mug would 
have already been out of production by the time the building at 27/29 Endicott Street was 
constructed and may represent second-hand purchasing or curation from childhood by 
one of the residents. After all, the “Louisa” mug might have belonged to Louisa Cowen, 
and Mary Lake’s middle name was Frances. It is possible that women employed at the 
brothel had acquired these mugs later in life as young women or had curated them as 
mementos from their own childhoods. Whether the owners of the name mugs had been 
reared in the brothel and were later employed by it or had come to sex work later in life 
is, unfortunately, impossible to know.  
Despite the prevalent middle-class reform opinion that the children of prostitutes 
were entirely unwanted and uncared for, there is historical evidence to suggest that at 
least some children who entered into a community within the brothel, however 
subversive that community might have been. Though we may not know the identities of 
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the children who were using these items, there is some indication that they were being 
cared for in ways that aligned, at least tangentially, with middle-class expectations of 
gentility. The marbles and toy drum stick may reflect a desire to cultivate active, 
nineteenth-century manhood for a boy being raised in an overwhelmingly female 
environment. While the interpretation gleaned from the mugs may be that they reflect 
middle-class aspirations even with a childhood lived in the brothel, they may also have 
served to create a child-centered experience in a space that was decidedly adult-oriented.  
 
The Embodied Experience of Dress and Adornment  
Reform literature of the mid-nineteenth century often cites the ability of young 
women to buy fashionable dresses and accessories as a motivating factor for choosing to 
take up a life of prostitution (Committee of Fifteen 1902: 8; Hemyng 2005: 80). This 
might have been true for some women. In Massachusetts, women in factory work in 1850 
only earned between $12.79 and $14.22 a month, almost half that of their male 
counterparts (Sanger 1859: 624). At the same time, prostitutes in elite brothels could 
charge as much as $5 per customer (Gilfoyle 1991: 164). This greatly oversimplifies the 
relationship that women in prostitution had with their clothes, however. While 
independent sex workers such as courtesans and so-called “street walkers” might have 
had a great deal of personal autonomy concerning what they could and could not wear, 
there is historical evidence to suggest that madams or managers of brothels exerted some 
control over the appearance of the women working for them. 
Personal adornment has long been tied to archaeological discussions of identity 
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and embodied experience. It can be argued that individual identity stems from the lived 
experience of bodies in the social world (Fisher and Loren 2003: 227). In this definition, 
an individual’s personal identity is not created or changed in isolation; it is developed 
through an interaction between bodily experience, the surrounding environment, and 
other objects and bodies, what Elizabeth Grosz refers to as “a postural schema of the 
body” (Grosz 1994: 85). Early archaeological discussions of identity most often referred 
to gender, race or ethnicity, status or class, and age (however, some studies also discussed 
nationality, sexual preference, religion, marital status, familial ties, and social groupings). 
These categories, though, are in no way exhaustive. Indeed, as Carolyn White and Mary 
Beaudry (2009) argue, "the concept of identity is complicated, paradoxical, and culturally 
situated in time, place, and society. Identity is at once both imposed by others and self-
imposed, and is continuously asserted and reasserted in ways that are fluid and fixed" 
(White and Beaudry 2009: 210). Likewise, Barbara Voss notes that “identities are multi-
scalar and are constantly under negotiation within the tensions between similarity and 
alterity" (Voss 2008: 407). 
Identity is often discussed as being expressed and experienced through either 
performance or inscription on the body. In this sense, ideas of performativity most 
commonly draw on the theories of Judith Butler (1999) suggesting that identities (such as 
gender identities) are defined through how we perform those identities to the rest of the 
world. As Lynn Meskell suggests, “identities are multiply constructed and revolve around 
a set of iterative practices that are always in process, despite their material and symbolic 
substrata” (Meskell 2002: 281). In considering how performativity can be viewed 
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archaeologically, Rosemary Joyce notes that emphasizing the performativity of identity 
can contribute to “more critical examination of items of dress that previously have been 
viewed simply as reflections of categories of people” (Joyce 2005: 146). In essence, 
articles worn and carried on the body can be given more meaningful attention by 
archaeologists when they are considered in terms of how identity is created through 
repetitive performance.   
While discussion of identity via “inscription” must be careful to avoid removing 
agency from the subjects of study, Grosz argues that the idea of bodily inscriptions 
“manifest the ideas held by society as a whole on the surface of the body” (Grosz 1994: 
85). White (2008) further remarks that when considering identity, what is inscribed on 
the surface of the body “is a reflection and intensification of the exterior ideas that then 
move from the surface to the interior” (White 2008: 18). In other words, even exterior 
trappings of society can be psychologically internalized. While “inscription” can refer to 
physically marking the body, it can also mean those things that are worn on the body. 
Barbara Voss argues that people can experience the materials that are on the body as a 
physical extension of that body—that the body can be separated, protected, hidden, or 
restricted by these materials. As Voss notes, ‘this sensory dialectic fosters a subjectivity 
in which the physical boundaries of person are continuously under negotiation" (Voss 
2008: 409). 
Artifacts related to personal adornment are often the best markers available to 
archaeologists in getting at an individual’s personal identity. As White notes, personal 
affiliations are displayed on the body consciously and unconsciously through various 
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methods such as lifestyle, habits, postures, and behaviors. More materially, however, 
these affiliations are also accomplished through clothing, cosmetics, hairstyles, and other 
forms of adornment (White 2005: 4). Clothing has symbolic communicative power and 
is, like all material culture, "a medium of communication that can condition and control 
social action” (White 2005: 4). Artifacts related to personal adornment are the material 
traces of the “repeated stylization” of the body. White argues that, “getting dressed and 
choosing (even within a very narrow range of choices) what to wear are repeated acts, 
which over the long term produce an appearance of a natural being” (White 2005: 5). 
Dressing involves more than just personal choice. The act of dressing “prepares the body 
for presentation and observation in the world” (White and Beaudry 2009: 21). As White 
and Beaudry note, “when an individual dresses, he or she clothes the body in a manner 
that is appropriate, respectable, and desirable" (White and Beaudry 2009: 214). 
Although Marie Louise Stig Sorensen makes a good argument for considering the 
constituent parts of the dressed human being and the ways dress is constructed at any 
given time (Sorenson 1991: 122), it is necessary to consider dress and how it is linked to 
the body and to the self in totality (Loren 2001: 176). Diana Loren argues that the power 
of wearing combinations of clothing and objects lies in the performance of the social, and 
in public presentation of the body and self (Loren 2003: 236). Dress and the presentation 
of self allows an individual to “dress up” or “dress down” within the boundaries of social 
expectations. This enables one to reveal and conceal different selves and to gain access or 
membership to restricted social arenas (Fisher and Loren 2003: 225). Dressing and 
adorning the body is in and of itself an embodying activity, as costume and 
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ornamentation necessarily modifies the body itself (Fisher and Loren 2003: 228).  
In the nineteenth century, dress was linked to what was respectable. A woman 
was expected to exercise extreme care with all parts of her attire. In the 1845 Art of Good 
Behavior, the author argued that although a lady’s underclothes were not intended to be 
seen, “we always imagine them to be faultlessly clean, and as an accident may at any 
time reveal their true condition, they always should be so.” She then goes on to claim that 
if a man were to marry a woman with dirty or worn out stockings he would be “very 
likely to beat her in a month and run away from her before a year was over” (Aldrich 
1991: 68). While extreme (and most likely hyperbolic), this statement demonstrates the 
importance attributed to well-cared-for garments. For nineteenth-century prostitutes, of 
course, this notion of respectability and dress became muddied. Although the historical 
literature mention prostitutes in obscene or slovenly dress, most historical accounts 
describe prostitutes dressing in high style. In some cases, elegantly dressed women from 
high-class houses rode in open-topped carriages through public thoroughfares in order to 
advertise the house’s offerings (Gilfoyle 1992: 157). At the same time, women would 
have shown off some of the latest fashions, informing “respectable” female observers 
what would be fashionable in the coming season. In this case, it was not necessarily the 
garments that were not respectable, nor the way they were being worn, but instead the 
body that was doing the wearing. Perhaps, even in the nineteenth century, it was less 
about the garments and more about who was wearing them. 
A "respectable" woman was expected to wear several layers of undergarments 
comprising corset, chemise, drawers, corset cover, multiple petticoats and, in the 1860s 
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and into the 1870s, a cage crinoline or hoop skirt. The corset as a garment deserves 
special attention because of our current cultural fascination with it.  Most women wore 
corsets in some degree from early childhood until their death, with few suffering ill-
effects from the practice. Despite the rarity of “tight-lacing” (the practice of extreme 
waist reduction), there is evidence that corsets did change the body’s physical structure 
over time (Gibson 2015). Rebecca Gibson’s recent osteological studies of human remains 
from the Musée de l’Homme in Paris and the Center for Human Bioarcheology at the 
Museum of London revealed the deformation of ribs and vertebrae of nineteenth-century 
women, and she attempted to correlate the data to age at death. Interestingly, the skeletal 
materials studied at the Museum of London were recovered from a cemetery in an 
impoverished part of the city and contained lower-class interments. All materials that she 
examined had deformation of the ribs and spinal processes, which she interpreted to have 
been caused by the constant wearing of a corset from at least adolescence onwards. 
Despite this, the ages at death of the women she examined were, in fact, greater than the 
average life expectancy of the period (Gibson 2015: 56). 
 The most visually dramatic change to the female body during corsetry occurred 
through the redistribution of body fat through compression. Photographs of nineteenth-
century nudes can almost be dated from the silhouette of where the body fat has been 
semi-permanently redistributed (figure 7.3). The primary purpose of the corset was not 
only to mold the body, but also to provide a base to distribute the weight of upwards of 
30 pounds of skirts and understructure that a woman would wear daily (like full body 
suspenders) (May 1855). Remarkably, the only evidence of corset usage at 27/29  
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Endicott is in the form of five bone lacing grommets, also known as French holes. All of 
the extant corsets I have found with this style of grommet are corded rather than boned 
with steel or whale baleen. This style of corset stopped being used by the early 1840s as it 
was not capable of producing the hourglass shape that started becoming fashionable 
during that decade without the corset buckling in unsightly wrinkles. It is possible that 
these grommets had been salvaged from an older corset to be used in one of a new style 
as an economical strategy. Additionally, an 1857 corset pattern in the Godey’s Ladies 
Book calls for a box of French Holes. I have not been able to determine if this refers to 
Figure 7.3. 1870s nude beside an 1870s corset (corset silhouettes in this decade created a defined waist 
while accentuating fuller hips and lower abdomen) 
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bone French holes such as those recovered from the Endicott Street privy or if this term is 
a hold-over before grommet or eyelet became the more common terms in the literature, 
but it is possible that homemade corsets dating from the 1850s or 1860s using bone 
French holes were common and have not survived.  
Even corded corsets, however, had physiological effects on the body wearing it. A 
corset restricts how you are able to breath and how much breath you can draw in. 
Additionally, even non-rigid corsets hold the body upright and discourage slouching or 
rolling the shoulders forward. While many people may assume that a corset would 
prevent a working-class woman from doing manual labor, boned corsets actually acted in 
many ways like a weight belt and provided support during lifting. That being said, 
bending at the waist is extremely uncomfortable or impossible in a boned corset, so the 
body’s range of motion and way of moving through space is changed. Furthermore, when 
garments like cage crinolines and heavy skirts are added, movement is further controlled 
and the wearer needs to maintain a different spatial awareness as she moves through a 
room or in the street, lest she knock over furniture, become caught in machinery or 
wheels, or catch her skirts on fire (the cause of death for 3,000 women a year in the 
United Kingdom alone during their decade of popularity (David and Semmelhack 2014: 
26)). These sensory experiences are difficult to fit within the western tradition of the 
Aristotelian five-sense schema (sight, smell, taste, sound, and touch) and likely meant 
something psychologically different for each woman who experienced them; it is 
important to note, however, how women in corsets and large, heavy skirts likely 
experienced their body and the spaces through which they moved.  
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There are some historical cases of women employed at brothels who were 
distinguished by not wearing the expected garments of nineteenth century respectability. 
Several of the Storyville prostitutes photographed by E. J. Bellocq chose to be depicted in 
loose, shift-like garments without corsets or outer garments. Likewise, these prostitutes 
photographed in a brothel in Montana (figure 7.4) and some of the women depicted in 
Parisian brothels by Henri Toulouse-Lautrec are wearing similar garments (figure 7.5). 
This is unsurprising given the time required for a woman to dress and undress in a full 
nineteenth-century outfit. Despite these examples being from later contexts, the limited 
evidence of corset wear at the 27/29 Endicott brothel demands a closer look. This social 
distinction between how one is or is not “respectably” dressed would have been a visual 
and sensory distinction of which both the male visitors and female sex workers would 
have been keenly aware.  
Figure 7.4. Prostitutes in a Montana brothel 
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The most common artifacts that could be associated with clothing were fasteners 
such as buttons, hooks and eyes, and buckles. Of these, buttons were the most common, 
with 63 recovered. For the most part these buttons were small, white, and undecorated or 
minimally decorated and likely represent buttons from undergarments (unsurprising in a 
privy context) or men’s shirts. Unfortunately, not much more diagnostic information 
about forms of dress can be gleaned from these fasteners as they are all extremely 
common to nineteenth-century dress.   
Scent, to the nineteenth-century brothel, particularly as it pertains to perfume, was 
a significant element of prostitute dress and presentation. In some brothels, such as the 
one depicted in Nell Kimball’s Life of an American Madam, perfume was part of the 
required uniform for the women working there. At this same brothel, small bottles of 
perfume were sold to male customers at extreme mark-up so that they could present 
Figure 7.5. Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, " In the Salon at the Rue des Moulins" 
(1894). 
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favored prostitutes with a gift: they were then sold back to the proprietor by the prostitute 
for extra money in a sort of perfume racket (Kimball 1970: 78). In the 27/29 Endicott 
Street assemblage, at least eight perfume bottles have been identified. Two of these are 
embossed with the company name of Lubin, one of the first French parfumiers to break 
into the American market in the 1860s. Other represented perfume companies, such as 
Jules Hauel from Philadelphia, are American. The scents of these perfumes may represent 
what was fashionable, what the prostitute preferred, or, perhaps, what the client preferred. 
Richard Stamelmen notes that perfume “has its own history, which coincides, sometimes 
centrally, other times tangentially, with the history of the culture which it mirrors and in 
which it participates” just as other activities reflect the mental attitudes and social 
behavior of a culture (2006: 33). As with clothing, perfume scents follow fashions. 
Additionally, individual bodies react with perfumes in different ways, so each wearer’s 
scent would have been slightly different from another’s even if they wore the same 
perfume. Perfume is also composed of three predominant “notes” (high note, middle 
note, and base note) produced by scents with different molecular weights. The lightest 
weight (or high note) is what the perfume smells like when first applied. As that scent 
evaporates it is replaced by the middle weight scent (or heart note). The final scent to 
remain on the skin is the heaviest molecular weight and known as the base note. This 
time-release of scent not only means that the experience of particular woman’s smell not 
only has to do with her body chemistry, but also how long it has been since she applied it. 
The women at the Endicott Street brothel might have smelled differently depending on 
when in the night it was or whether or not they applied scent multiple times during the 
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evening.  
Unexpectedly, it should be noted that other material culture related to cosmetics 
were seriously underrepresented. The only positively-identified material related to make-
up was in the form of an unmarked ceramic jar. It is unclear, however, whether this 
represents a rouge pot, face powder, or even ointment like cold cream. The lack of 
evidence for make-up, however, does not necessarily mean that it was not used by the 
women at 27/29 Endicott Street. Absence of cosmetics might relate to depositional biases 
or reflect the personal and portable nature of them. Historical references suggest that 
prostitutes regularly moved between brothels—perhaps they did not stay at 27/29 
Endicott long enough to throw out copious make-up related materials.  
What was well-represented in the Endicott Street brothel, however, were materials 
related to the care and dressing of hair. At least eight of the recovered embossed bottles 
are for patent hair tonics. One, Nature’s Hair Restorative, assured its customers that it 
contained no lac sulpher, sugar of  lead, litharge, or silver nitrate (unlike their 
competitors), and among its claims promised customers that it “restores and prevents the 
Hair from becoming gray, imparts a soft, glossy appearance, removes dandruff, is cool 
and refreshing to the head, checks the hair from falling off, and restores it to a great 
extent when prematurely lost, prevents headaches, cures all humors, cutaneous eruptions, 
and unnatural heat” (Nature’s Hair Restorative 1870). While it is unlikely that Nature’s 
Hair corrected all, or any, of these ailments, some symptoms (and corrections) represent 
strong sensory experiences (be they irritating or soothing). Because of the presence of 
these cure-all hair tonics in the Endicott Privy, one must wonder how many users they 
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represent. It is likely that they were being used as a preventative, restorative, or cleanser 
by multiple individuals but it is also possible that a single user was concerned with 
premature graying and/or hair loss and experimented with various treatments. 
In addition to the hair tonics, two tortoise shell hair fasteners and a gutta percha 
comb for holding the hair back were recovered along with a wooden hair brush, two bone 
lice combs, and several fragments of gutta percha hair dressing combs. In higher end 
houses there is historical precedent for the hiring of professional hairdressers each 
evening, who dressed the hair of the prostitutes working that night. A woman’s hair was 
seen as her “crowning glory,” and great care was taken to keep the hair long since short 
hair might represent poor health. Despite this, all of the recovered hair implements were 
simple and undecorated. Any ornamentation of the hair was likely through the coiffure or 
made out of materials that did not survive in the archaeological record such as wax or 
fabric flowers, feathers, or ribbons.  
A final important element of adornment for the woman of 27/29 Endicott would 
have been jewelry. There were 6 pieces of jewelry recovered from the privy. 2 gold-filled 
brooches or lace pins were nearly complete with 1 retaining a faceted, square-cut, garnet-
colored stone and the other missing its stone but engraved on the sides and with pin 
attached. A third gold-filled pin without the associated brooch was also identified. A 
small, undecorated gold ring was recovered that measures 1.5cm across. This is slightly 
larger than a modern US ring size 4. While this is quite small for a grown woman’s hand, 
it is still likely an adult woman’s. Two pendants were also recovered from the privy. The 
first pendant is a glass-fronted locket of a similar nature to those that would have been 
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used to house woven hair in memorial jewelry. The second pendant is a black glass cross 
with cuprous ends. The top portion of the cross is broken off which likely was the reason 
for its discard or the source of its loss.  
This black glass cross is intriguing. In a line in Louisa Cowen's last will and 
testament, she left her oldest sister Mary Ann Perry all of her “black jewelry.” It is 
possible that the cross was originally part of Louisa’s black jewelry collection. Louisa’s 
will also describes other elements of personal adornment that did not make it into the 
archaeological record: The plaid dress, bonnet, and cloak that she left to her sister-in-law 
Amarilla Clemons; the two bracelets and neck chain that she left to her niece Dimis 
Perry; and the gold cross that she left to the final madam at 27/29 Endicott, Mary Lake 
(Rutland County Probate Records 1865).  
 
The end of Louisa’s career as madam and her death  
By the time that the 1865 Massachusetts census was enumerated, it is possible 
that Louisa Cowen was in failing health. On June 24th, 1865, Louisa composed her last 
will and testament back in her hometown of Wells, Vermont reporting that she was “of 
sound mind and feeble body” (Rutland County Probate Records 1865). While it does not 
appear that a death certificate was created or curated for her, the first advertisement of her 
probate appeared in the Rutland Weekly Herald on August 10, 1865. Therefore, it is 
likely that she died in Wells sometime near the end of July. The contents of Louisa’s will 
and bequests provide the most compelling glimpse into who she was as a person and how 
successful she was as a businesswoman. In her will she left each of her siblings 
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considerable sums of money; each of her sisters received a bequest of $1,000 (over 
$14,000 in current money), her two eldest brothers received $400 (or over $5,000 in 
current money), and her next oldest brother Joel (the only Clemmons child who never 
married) received $800 (or around $10,500 in current money) (Rutland County Probate 
Records 1865).  
The differences in bequests among Louisa’s siblings are interesting. It is possible 
that there was a closer relationship between Louisa and her sisters than between Louisa 
and her brothers. Age does not seem to have been a factor as her sister Mary Anne 
(married name Perry) was the oldest of all the children and older than Louisa by at least 
21 years—indeed, Mary Anne’s first child, Dimis Perry, was born the same year as 
Louisa. A few clues might hint to a closeness between the sisters. As mentioned, Mary 
Anne’s children were not much younger than Louisa, and the Perry family appears to 
have stayed in Rutland County. Perhaps Louisa spent considerable time with her sister’s 
family while growing up. Additionally, her sister Celia’s second marriage was to rail-
road man Fredrick Nurse (or Nourse) in Boston, and they were residing in Boston in 1865 
(Massachusetts State Census 1865). If Celia was not appalled by her baby sister’s chosen 
profession, it is possible that they maintained close contact while both resided in 
Boston—indeed, it is possible that Louisa was instrumental in getting Celia to Boston 
after the death of her first husband. Although there are no compelling associations of this 
kind between Louisa and her brothers, her two eldest brothers did settle very near to the 
family farm in Wells. Despite her brothers having married before Louisa was born or 
while she was a child, it is likely that she still saw them regularly. Her two eldest brothers 
		
209 
appear to have been relatively financially stable—her brother Alexander was a 
wagonmaker and her brother William was apparently a successful farmer with a personal 
estate of $3,000 reported in the 1860 federal census (U.S. Federal Census 1860). While 
not impoverished, both of her sisters’ husbands reported a small personal estate in the 
1860 federal census (U.S. Federal Census 1860). Is it therefore possible that the bequests 
reflect her intimate knowledge of what financial hardship could mean for a woman if her 
husband died with little estate; perhaps she sought to provide insurance against that sort 
of hardship for her sisters?  
In addition to the monetary bequests Louisa left to her family, she also 
bequeathed very specific material culture as well. Again, her sisters were favored in their 
bequests; Mary Ann received two silver-plated pitchers, two silver bowls, all of Louisa’s 
“black jewelry” (as mentioned above), all of Louisa’s books, and half of her clothes. 
Celia received a diamond ring, a silver castor, and the other half of Louisa’s clothes. 
Louisa’s two older brothers receive no material bequests; but, Henry Clemons, 
Alexander’s son, received a watch and chain, and William’s wife Amarilla received a 
plaid dress, cloak, and bonnet (the only clothing not bequeathed to the two sisters). 
Another clue as to the closeness of Dimis Perry and Louisa, apart from their ages, is 
suggested by the bequest Dimis received of two bracelets, a neck chain, and china dishes 
(one may assume that these were of far higher quality than the transferprinted teawares 
recovered from the Endicott Street privy). Louisa’s brothers-in-law were not forgotten 
either; Andrew Perry, Mary Ann’s husband, received a traveling trunk and blanket and 
Frederick Nurse, Celia’s husband, received a silver goblet.  
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The most important bequests made by Louisa, however, are those to her mother 
and nearest brother in age, Joel. Asa Clemons, Louisa’s father, had died the previous year 
(Vermont Vital Records 1864), leaving his widow and youngest son to run the farm that 
was still owned by Louisa. Although Joel might have been absent throughout Louisa’s 
childhood (a likely Joel Clemmons was reported in the 1850 federal census for Marin 
county in California) (U.S. Federal Census 1850), in arranging her will Louisa appointed 
him her executor. She left him the 25-acre farm in Wells with the farmhouse and barn, all 
of the furniture, carpeting, pictures, and the top buggy, in addition to the substantial sum 
of money. All but the buggy and money, however, would not be transferred to Joel until 
the death of their mother. This suggests that Louisa meant her mother to continue to live 
at her home and be supported by her youngest son. In addition to the assurance of a home 
for the rest of her natural life, Louisa bequeathed to her mother $300 (or around $4,000 in 
current money) as well as whatever was left in her estate after all of her debts and burial 
costs were discharged. Additionally, Louisa secured $50 dollars a year (or around $655 
dollars in current money) to be paid to her mother during her natural life.  
While Joel did receive the most in Louisa’s will, it is apparent that Louisa 
expected him to care for their mother and to see that she wanted for nothing in her old 
age. Indeed, Joel and Mary continued to live together at the farm until Mary’s death in 
1887 at the age of 88. Joel followed her in 1893, succumbing to “hardening of the spine, 
kidneys,” a poorly defined affliction that might have been related to syphilis (Tilden 
1921). This is only a snapshot of Louisa’s relationship with her family, but it strongly 
contradicts the moralistic literature of the time that argued prostitution led to a lonely 
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death and ostracization from one’s family. The care and concern exhibited by Louisa for 
her mother that can be seen in the organization of her will suggests a closeness in their 
relationship that was not shattered by Louisa’s chosen career. In the East Wells Cemetery 
in Wells, Vermont, Louisa’s simple, marble headstone sits close beside her mother 
Mary’s (figure 7.6).  
 	  
Figure 7.6. Louisa's grave in the East Wells cemetery. Louisa Cowen's small stone on left, her mother Mary 
Clemmons' tall stone to the right 
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Chapter 8 
Mary Lake: The End of the Endicott Street Brothel and the Closing of the Privy 
 Formal prostitution at 27/29 Endicott Street did not last for many years beyond 
the death of Louisa Cowen. While it is difficult, if not impossible, to tell if prostitution 
continued at the property, by 1870 it is clear that the site would not have been considered 
a brothel in the nineteenth-century sense of the term. As the character of the property 
changed, so too did the sanitation needs of the residents. While privy deposits often 
contain a large and varied assortment of artifacts that can inform researchers as to the 
materials used within a household, such deposits normally represent a single episode of 
deposition. Here I explore the life of the final madam at 27/29 Endicott Street brothel, 
Mary Lake, and how her marriage to the “physician” William Padelford might have 
influenced her decision to close the brothel. At the same time, I propose that the privy 
deposit represents a “clearance” episode, possibly related to the eviction of the Padelford 
family, while also reflecting the change from sub-surface privies to the sewer connection 
(and an indoor bathroom) shortly after the family’s departure.   
 
Mary Lake 
 
 Mary Lake was born Mary Doyle sometime between 1833 and 1844, most likely 
in St. Johns, New Brunswick, Canada (although some records report her place of birth as 
Maine). There is wild disparity among the ages that are provided for her in various 
records, but it is most likely that she was born around 1840 because of the age given in 
1860 when she was reported as living with her family in Perry, Maine and her age given 
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when she first appeared at the Endicott Street brothel in the records. In Perry in 1860 
most of the neighbors were farmers from Maine, Ireland, or New Brunswick. Mary’s 
family, John and Mary Doyle, were relatively poor Irish immigrant farmers. In the 1860 
federal census, Mary Doyle (the younger) was reported with the last name of Lake with 
no husband living with the family (U.S. Federal Census 1860: 49). At the same time a 
four-year-old boy, George Doyle, was reported as living with the family. George was 
most likely Mary’s son as a George Lake of the right age was reported at 27/29 Endicott 
Street in 1870 (U.S. Federal Census 1870: 204). It is unclear whether Mary was married 
or widowed when the 1860 federal census was enumerated—she was recorded as a 
widow in 1865 (Massachusetts State Census 1865). Given that George’s last name was 
reported as Doyle, it is possible that he was born out of wedlock and the family was 
trying to conceal that he was Mary’s son.  
Mary Lake was in Boston by at least 1865. She was reported at 27/29 Endicott 
Street, working for Louisa Cowen (Massachusetts State Census 1865). The census 
reported that she was a widow and, apart from Louisa and the servant Margaret Hobo, 
Mary was the oldest woman reported at 27/29 Endicott. Perhaps for this reason she took 
over the running of the brothel after Louisa’s death in 1865; it does appear, however, that 
Louisa and Mary had a stronger relationship than that. In Louisa’s will, Mary is the only 
non-relative to receive a bequest—Louisa left Mary a gold cross (Rutland County Probate 
Records 1865). Unfortunately, this is the only hint to their relationship. Mary’s tenure as 
madam was short lived as she was married only two years later, on March 6, 1867, to 
William Padelford (Massachusetts Vital Records 1867), and the character of the property 
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seems to have shifted rapidly away from that of a brothel.  
 
William F. Padelford 
 By the time William Padelford entered Mary Lake’s life, he was calling himself a 
physician, doctor, or surgeon. His history, however, is a little more complicated than that. 
William Padelford was born around 1828 in Taunton, Massachusetts. His first marriage 
was to Catherine Locke in Lowell, Massachusetts in August of 1850 (Massachusetts Vital 
Records 1850). When William and Catherine were married, William’s occupation was 
reported as “moulder.” Their daughter, Ellen A. Padelford was likely born sometime in 
the same year (U.S. Federal Census 1860: 78). Catherine died in Boston May 27, 1861 of 
“softening of the brain” (Massachusetts Vital Records 1861). In the 1865 Massachusetts 
census, a physician named Wm. F. Bedford was reported living with 14-year-old Ellen A. 
Bedford and 19-year-old Mary Webster (Massachusetts State Census 1855). It is possible 
that William and Ellen Bedford are William and Ellen Padelford since the “Bedfords” 
were living at 5 Wall Street and William Padelford reported his address as 5 Wall Street 
in the city directory (Adams, Sampson, & Co. 1865). Ellen does not appear again in the 
records connected with William between 1865 and his death.  
 Despite William Padelford’s occupation reported as “pastry baker” in Boston, 
Massachusetts in the 1860 Federal census, as early as the 1860 Boston City Directory his 
occupation was reported as “botanic physician.” In the middle of the nineteenth century, 
individuals were able to practice medicine without any training. Padelford’s self-
attribution as botanic physician likely indicates that his practice centered around 
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alternative or herbal medicines with little or no medicinal value. An 1868 Boston Post 
advertisement for his practice at 48 ½ Howard Street suggests that he specialized in 
“genito-urinary organs.” A much more extensive advertisement in the Boston Herald the 
following year (in which his offices are reported at 29 Endicott Street) states that 
Dr. W. F. Padelford gives exclusive attention to diseases of the genito-
urinary organs, and all diseases of a private nature, in both sexes […] 
TO YOUNG MEN. Seminal Weakness or Constitutional Debility 
brought on by secret habits indulged in by young men […] Persons 
suffering from NERVOUS DEBILITY, especially those contemplating 
marriage, should lose no time in making immediate application. 
SYPHILIS, the destroyer of thousands, radically and permanently cured 
with a neutralizer used only by him, and a positive cure. TO 
FEMALES. Females will receive the most scientific attention, both 
medically and surgically, with private apartments during sickness, and 
with old and experienced nurses if they wish (Boston Herald 1869). 
As regards the “surgery” performed on women in Dr. Padelford’s practice, it is possible 
that this refers to abortion procedures, but no artifacts linked to nineteenth-century 
surgical abortion have been identified in the Endicott Street assemblage. Indeed, few 
items that could be considered medical in nature at all have been recovered despite 
Padelford having his practice at the Endicott Street address (listed as either 27 or 29) 
between 1869 and 1876. Interestingly, in the advertisement quoted above, the use of 
copaiba and mercury to treat venereal disease is disparaged as being abused “by quacks,” 
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and driving the disease “into the system”: there is evidence of both from the privy 
perhaps indicating that Padelford had little influence on the self-care practices of the 
brothel workers.  
 Previous discussions of William Padelford and Mary Lake’s marriage 
contemplated what each received from the marriage socially. Alex Keim’s 2015 
dissertation proposed that Mary Lake might have been using botanic medicine produced 
by other druggists and might have become involved with William Padelford in that way 
(Keim 2015: 435). In looking at the historical documents pertaining to Padelford’s career 
as a botanic physician, however, I propose that it was, in fact, Mary Lake lending 
respectability to Padelford. In the October 5, 1861 issue of the scandal paper The New 
England Police Gazette “Growls at the Wicked” section, there is a call-out to a “Dr. 
Paddlefoot.” In it, the anonymous author writes that   
Paddlefoot, the quack and assistant of Gus Matthews, of the Dow 
and Dix fraternity, drives a spavined horse and a second-hand buggy 
which he has obtained from some one of his victims (New England 
Police Gazette 1861).  
 While the name is different, there are a few clues that suggest the author of this 
excerpt is poking satirical fun at William Padelford. The name Paddlefoot does not 
appear in any records of the time, but it was not uncommon for Flash Papers (cheaply 
produced nineteenth-century answers to the tabloid) to make coy reference to members of 
the community whom readers might recognize by descriptions, mannerisms, or subtle 
changes to the name (Cohen et al. 2008: 119). The name Gus Matthews might refer to 
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Augustus Mathers, an “alternative physician” operating out of 5 Decatur Street at the 
same time Padelford was operating as a “physician” (Sampson, Davenport, & Co. 1866). 
Finally, the reference to the “Dow and Dix fraternity” is likely comparing “Paddlefoot” to 
John Dow and L. Dix. Dow was also recorded in the Boston City Directory of 1861 as an 
alternative physician. Dix did not appear in that year’s directory, but advertisements for 
both appeared in the Boston Herald on February 29, 1860, declaring that they can cure 
“mercurial, syphilitic, and other diseases of a private nature” and treat “females in 
delicate health.” Both Dow and Dix had Endicott Street addresses close to the brothel in 
1860 (Dow at 7 Endicott Street and Dix at 21 Endicott Street). Dow had advertised in the 
local Boston papers from as early as 1839 and Dix from 1848. Both would have likely 
been famous (or infamous) in communities that sought treatment for venereal disease and 
other socially unacceptable complaints. Indeed, the comparison between Dow, Dix, and 
Padelford would not be too far off as Padelford’s advertisements use Dow and Dix’s 
language almost verbatim in parts.  
 Dow might also have appeared in Boston papers because of his medical quackery. 
In the September 19, 1849 issue of The Boston Medical and Surgical Journal, the 
“Medical Miscellany” announced the unmasking of the “notorious medical quack, calling 
himself Dr. Dow.” In this short article, it was revealed that Dow was in fact John H. 
Josselyn, a fact that came to light when his brother attempted to pass a counterfeit $10 
bill; the police searched the “doctor’s” offices at 11 Wilson Lane—counterfeit bills and 
counterfeiting equipment were discovered but Dow (Josselyn) had not been apprehended 
at the time of the writing (1849: 147). Additionally, allegations that Dow was 
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untrustworthy appeared again in the October 5 issue of that journal in a story about “City 
Quacks.” In it the author writes that quacks “under assumed names, such as Peters, Dow, 
Harrington, &c.” competed with professionally trained physicians. Of special concern to 
the author was the fact that “the amount of venereal practice may be inferred, since these 
vampires fleece everyone who calls, and one dare to resist or complain to the police, for 
fear of exposing their own immoral condition” (1849: 185). Because venereal disease 
was seen as evidence or immorality, patients were either unwilling to report the medical 
malpractice of quacks like Dow, Dix, or Padelford to the authorities, or, as the author also 
mentions, corrupt policemen accepted bribes from the quacks to protect them from 
prosecution.  
If Padelford was lumped in with the likes of John Dow, also known as John H. 
Josselyn, earning a reputation of both extorting everything he could from his customers 
(but also being too poor with his money to afford to keep a healthy horse) he might have 
needed to marry a woman with a good reputation among the community seeking his 
“medical” practice—namely those needing treatment for venereal disease. Who better to 
improve his reputation than the madam of a prosperous, quiet, and respectable brothel 
like 27/29 Endicott Street? At the same time, the ownership of the buildings at 27/29 
Endicott Street changed hands from Joseph Smith to Dennis F. Flagg sometime around 
1867 or 1868 (Boston Tax Valuation 1867-1867). Perhaps the uncertainty about whether 
a new landlord would be favorable to the brothel caused Mary Lake to consider changing 
her profession and to seek a husband who might support her or whose income might give 
her enough stability to allow her to transition the property from a brothel to a 
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boardinghouse.  
Around 1870, Boston once again started to shift its approach to prostitution. 
During the Civil War and the years directly following, public debate on the “problem” of 
prostitution had waned. Hobson argued that the ravages of war had dampened the reform 
fervor, replacing it with a desire for stability. Arrests for brothel keeping decreased while 
those for nightwalking cases rose, likely a reflection of increasing anxiety over the 
situations of women, particularly while their “protectors” and controllers (fathers, 
brothers, and husbands) were away fighting the war (Hobson 1990: 45). Between 1858 
and 1871, vice raids aimed at cutting down the volume of vice (including illegal 
gambling and unlicensed saloons) and expelling new faces rather than eradicating 
prostitution altogether.  
That being said, the raids that were conducted on brothels were no longer isolated 
to North Street. An 1872 raid in the West End lead to the arrest and fining of four 
madams. 12 prostitutes were also arrested in this raid, although only one was committed 
to the house of correction. The remainder were acquitted and strongly encouraged to 
return “at once to their homes in Maine and New Hampshire” (Boston Herald August 29, 
1872: 4). A brothel raid in 1873 targeted five brothels in Chickering Place in what is now 
the Downtown Crossing area. Again, all the madams were arrested, however the 
newspaper article suggests that only couples caught in the act of sex when the police 
burst in were arrested—here the madams appeared the prime targets (Boston Herald May 
23, 1873: 2). Even fraudulent raids seemed to be on the rise. In 1872 a number of fake 
policemen burst into a brothel on James Street and “arrested” three women and five men. 
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Once blackmail money had been paid to the sham policemen, however, they were 
released. The newspaper suggests that this type of scam was becoming more common 
(Boston Herald February 26, 1872: 4). It is clear that even if the laws had not 
significantly changed, the ways in which they were being enforced had started to change 
considerably. A madam was no longer safe from harassment by avoiding a particular part 
of the city or maintaining a particular type of house, but could be raided at any time.  
In addition to changes in how prostitution was regulated officially, as the century 
drew to a close, there seems to have been other factors of social control contributing to 
increased raids. As Deutsch notes, as the archetype of the independent “New Woman” 
began to claim the street for respectable women, a zone once the purview only of men 
and scandalous “public” women, city officials seemed to push back against this change. 
In one instance, when West End garment workers declared a strike in order to demand 
higher wages and better working conditions, the Boston police raided West End brothels 
the following day, turning the prostitutes within them onto the very streets where the 
garment workers were protesting (Deutsch 2000: 173). It is not likely to have been a 
coincidence that prostitutes were made to mingle with “respectable” women in the streets 
at the very moment those respectable women were vocally campaigning for their rights.   
 
The Marriage of William Padelford and Mary Lake 
 It is unclear how soon after the marriage between William Padelford and Mary 
Lake that formal prostitution at 27/29 Endicott Street ended. Despite being married in 
1867 (Massachusetts Vital Records 1867), William Padelford continued to keep his 
		
221 
practice at another address until 1869 at the latest—21 Endicott Street in 1867 (Sampson, 
Davenport, & Co. 1867) and 49 ½ Howard Street in 1868 (Sampson, Davenport, &Co 
1868). There is no evidence that the 27/29 Endicott Street property continued to operate 
as a brothel after 1867. Indeed, by at least 1869 the property had likely been converted 
into a boardinghouse. The harbor policeman William W. Gray was recorded at 27 
Endicott Street in 1867 along with William Padelford (Boston Tax Valuations 1867). By 
1870, two additional families were living at 27/29 Endicott Street: the Segar family with 
four children between eight and 17 years old and the Inas family with four children 
between seven and 16 years old (U.S. Federal Census 1870: 204).  
 By this year, the Padelford family had also grown. As mentioned above, Mary 
was joined by her son George (now George Lake instead of George Doyle). Additionally, 
there was a 30-year-old tailoress, Alice Doyle, who was also reported as living with the 
family. While their relationship is not recoded in the federal census, it is likely that Alice 
was a relative of Mary’s. The tenancy of William Gray, the Segar family, and the Inas 
family was short lived, however. None appeared to stay longer than a year, each was 
reported elsewhere all other years in the Boston City directories. Despite the evidence for 
pregnancy at 27/29 Endicott, the only infant recorded in the historical record is Mary and 
William Padelford’s daughter Alice Padelford, born on March 30, 1874 (Massachusetts 
Vital Records 1874a). Tragically, however, she succumbed to cholera infantum, a 
common ailment of infants who were bottle fed in the nineteenth century. While not a 
true cholera, the illness was caused by bacteria in poorly sterilized milk bottles, and it 
thrived in the summer months when the hot humid weather would exacerbate the issue. 
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Alice Padelford survived only for a month and fifteen days and died May 14, 1874 
(Massachusetts Vital Records 1874b). It seems that only three years following this event 
the Padelfords left 27/29 Endicott Street and the privy was abandoned and filled. 
 
The closure and filling of the Endicott Street Privy 
Although, as occurred in other cities in the region (Bell 1987: 64), Boston’s 
wealthier neighborhoods were connected to municipal sewers first, an 1878 map of 
municipal sewers produced by the Boston Board of Health suggests that by that year all 
of Endicott Street was connected to the sewer line making the privy redundant (figure 
8.1). Despite the ubiquity of the municipal sewer, however, as late as the 1880s, many 
tenements still did not have running water and one quarter of those inspected still had 
privy vaults instead of water closets (Deutsch 2000: 34).  It seems, however, that the 
Endicott Street privy ceased being used around when the rest of the street was attached to 
the sewer. The privy is depicted on the 1874 Hopkins map of Boston, but it does not 
appear on the 1885 Sanborn Fire Insurance map (figure 8.2). As discussed in earlier 
chapters, archaeological materials also contribute evidence that the privy closed 
sometime in the middle of the 1870s. 
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The number and quantity of artifacts recovered from the Endicott Street privy was 
substantial and varied, however most of those artifacts recovered were inexpensive or 
utilitarian wares. I propose that the privy deposit represents a “clearance episode” 
following the Padelfords departure from the site. In her analysis of privy clearance 
episodes, Jacqueline Pearce noted the relatively small percentage of valuable or fragile 
Figure 8.1. Detail of "Plan of wards 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 and 12, Boston showing sewers and contours" (Boston Board of 
Health January 1878). Solid hatched lines depict sewer lines, red arrow indicating location of 27/29 Endicott 
Street 
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ceramic wares such as costly porcelain. Instead the assemblages are dominated by 
heavier or utilitarian vessel types. Pearce proposed that missing items might have been 
cared for or treasured and therefore less likely to suffer breakage. I would argue that it is 
more likely that expensive items were either taken away by the family (in instances of 
moving clear-outs), sold, or, as in the case of Louisa Cowen’s will, bequeathed or given 
to family or friends. Heavier or utilitarian wares, might not have been easily sold, 
especially if considerations, such as conventions in food storage or preparation, had 
changed by the time of deposition. Material which still had re-use value might be sold for 
purposes we would now consider recycling or repurposing. In this case, the value of an 
object came from its status as 'matter' or 'stuff' if they could be recycled. The worth of a 
recycled item ranged from the intrinsically valuable (pewter, gold, etc.), wooden items 
which could be burned as fuel, and a wide range of materials including bricks, textiles, 
animal bones, paper and metal that were of value to scavengers, bone grubbers, and rag 
gatherers (Cessford 2017: 188). 
 The reasons for a clearance episode could be numerous. While they represented 
Figure 8. 2. Detail of 1874 Hopkins Map on left, privy indicated with red arrow; Detail of 
1885 Sanborn Fire Insurance map on right showing no privy structure in back of structure 
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the closing of a privy structure, the decision to do so and discard so many household 
goods at the same time could represent several stressors or drastic changes in 
circumstance for the original owners. Pearce proposes that items could have ended up in 
clear-out deposits following a serious or contagious illness, a death, abandoning of the 
associated building, or simply a household “spring cleaning” (Pearce 2000: 177). The 
prevalent idea, especially when supported by documentation, is that clear-outs occur most 
often when the household moves from the property, especially if the property fell into 
disuse at the same time. When an incoming family arrived at a site and was faced with 
the household materials left behind by the previous owners, they had to decide how to 
dispose of unwanted castoffs. If the incoming household elected to close down their 
predecessor’s privy altogether, they would need to find 50 to 60 wheelbarrows worth of 
something to fill the old shaft. As Wheeler notes, the refuse of the departing household 
could be conveniently tipped into the privy shaft, serving the dual purpose of hastening 
its filling and removing the unwanted trash of the previous residents (Wheeler 2000:11). 
If the artifacts are complete and the assemblage is comprehensive, Pearce suggests that 
the assemblage might suggest the discard occurred following an eviction (2000:177). 
There are superficial similarities between the quantity and proportion of artifact types 
recovered from the Endicott Street privy and those recovered from the well deposit at the 
Bradford site in Kingston, Massachusetts. In the case of the Bradford site, the Italian 
tenants were evicted and their discarded items thrown into the well (Belkin 2012).  
 In addition to the practicality of privy filling, Mary Beaudry (2015: 8) has 
proposed an “emotional taphonomy” of what households choose to discard. In this, she 
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argues that archaeologists should consider the sentiment attached to disposal practices in 
order to account for the emotional dimension of the human experience (Beaudry 2015: 9). 
While there are differences between rapid “cleanup” deposits following a disaster that 
disrupts the equilibrium of everyday life (such as a fire, flood, or eviction) and the 
gradual accumulation of daily deposits in a context such as a midden, she suggests that 
discard behavior provides a way to understand refuse deposits in terms of how the people 
who created them related to their material goods (Beaudry 2015: 9). Rapidly deposited 
materials following disaster, however, often provide a more accessible emotional 
taphonomy than that of gradual deposits. Episodes of “household clearance” do not often 
result from benign events and these deposits often represent a “capsule” of emotional and 
practical responses to disaster (Beaudry 2015: 11). It is clear that the Endicott Street 
privy was filled rapidly sometime around 1876 or 1877. By considering which materials 
the Padelfords chose to discard and why they were discarded so rapidly, one gets the 
sense that this deposit represents a sudden and rapid household clearance.   
A likely reason for the Padelfords departure from 27/29 Endicott Street likely 
relates to the tenuous financial situation of the family. Despite appearing in the tax 
valuation records, William Padelford was not enumerated in the 1880 Federal census 
(U.S Federal Census 1880: 13). It is possible that William Padelford avoided being 
reported in the city directory or in the federal census and Mary Padelford was using an 
alias, possibly to elude the tax man. Between 1860 and 1880 Padelford reported a taxable 
personal estate six times (1865, 1870, 1872, 1874, 1875, 1876). For all but two of those 
years (1865 and 1876), Padelford’s taxes were abated (Boston Tax Valuations 1860-
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1888). It is likely that he could not afford to pay them. Lack of money might have 
influenced his decision to marry Mary Lake and could have also contributed to the family 
leaving so many items behind to fill the 27/29 Endicott Street privy.  
The lack of high-cost goods recovered from the privy suggests that anything of 
value would have been sold or taken away leaving the less costly detritus of the formal 
behind: large, inexpensive sets of tea wares; large numbers of undecorated, mass-
produced glass tumblers; worn-out old shoes; numerous, undecorated ironstone chamber 
pots and wash basins; numerous glass syringes; and other discarded household refuse that 
would not have been deemed monetarily valuable. At the same time, no attempt appears 
to have been made to sell any of these materials to “rag and bone” men to capitalize on 
their recyclable or reuse value for a little negligible money suggesting that the unwanted 
household discards were left behind quickly. As the family was renting the property, not 
owning it, perhaps this represents an eviction—or perhaps the Padelfords were simply 
trying to stay a step ahead of creditors.  
 
The Padelfords leave 27/29 Endicott Street 
 By around 1876 the Padelfords had left 27/29 Endicott Street and it was around 
this time that the privy was filled. Tax data about William Padelford was reported for the 
last time at the Endicott Street address in 1875 (Boston Tax Valuations 1875) and his last 
recorded affiliation with the address is in 1876 (Sampson, Davenport, &Co. 1876). In 
1877 the address for Padelford’s physician’s offices was 208 Eliot Street (Sampson, 
Davenport, &Co. 1877) and at 79 Green Street in 1878 (Sampson, Davenport, &Co. 
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1878). This is the last time that he appears in historical documents as a physician and, if 
the Padelfords were living at either of these two addresses, their names do not appear in 
the tax records for either.  
The occupant of 27/29 Endicott Street after the Padelfords appears to be a 
“gentleman” named Luther B. Hall (Sampson, Davenport, &Co. 1877; Boston Tax 
Valuations 1878). It is unclear what was meant by the distinction “gentleman” to either 
Luther Hall or to the individual recording tax information, but the Luther B. Hall reported 
at 27 Endicott Street in the Boston City Directories had no occupation recorded. The 
building might have served as a brief-lived brothel as in 1879, Tax Valuations report that 
it was a “house by females,” but the address does not appear to have been reported in that 
year’s directory (Boston Tax Valuation 1879; Sampson, Davenport, &Co. 1879). The 
final permanent residents were Robert and Minnie Emerson, who kept a saloon at the 
property between 1880 and 1885 (Sampson, Davenport, &Co. 1880-1885). Sometime 
before 1895 it appears that the original structure was replaced; the 1895 Sanborn Fire 
Insurance map indicates that both 27 and 29 Endicott Street were made of brick. In 1898 
the property was sold by the estate of Dennis Flagg to the Dwelling House Association, a 
board of trustees. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the structure had become a 
garage (Elia et al. 1989).  
The next permanent address for the Padelford family was 88 Portland Street, in 
what is known as Bulfinch Triangle, only a few blocks from Endicott Street. William 
Padelford was reported in the Tax valuations as a “painter” at that address (although he is 
not listed under the painters in the Boston City Directory) (Boston Tax Valuations 1880), 
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and, at his death in 1888 from Bright’s Disease, his address was 88 Portland Street 
(Massachusetts Vital Records 1888). Mary Padelford does not appear in any of the 
records concerning 88 Portland Street. It is likely, however, that she is the “Mary Brown” 
who was keeping a boardinghouse at that address from 1880 until around 1891 
(Sampson, Davenport, & Co. 1880-1884; Sampson, Murdoch, & Co. 1885-1891).  
 
The Death of Mary Padelford  
 Mary Brown and Mary Padelford may have been the same person; it is likely that 
Mary Padelford left 88 Portland Street around 1891 (Sampson, Murdoch, & Co. 1890-
1892). Where she went afterwards is not clear. Her death at around age 68 was reported 
on November 30, 1903 at 15 Brattle Square in Boston (Massachusetts Vital Records 
1903). The primary cause of death was diabetes, hastened by a three-week battle with a 
“carbuncle of the neck” (likely its infection was the contributing cause of her decline). At 
the time of her death, her recorded occupation was “domestic.” She was interred at the 
Holy Cross Catholic cemetery in Malden, Massachusetts, but her grave is not marked by 
a head stone. It seems from the documentary record that Mary Padelford suffered a 
decline in fortune following her marriage to William Padelford. Once the proprietor of a 
successful brothel that was profitable enough to make her predecessor quite wealthy, 
Mary ended her life as a domestic servant without enough money to pay for a stone to 
mark her grave. She had challenged the cautionary tales recreated in reform literature by 
marrying and turning her attention to motherhood, but it seems that she would have been 
more prosperous and comfortable at the end of her life if she had continued as an 
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Endicott Street madam.  
 If the Padelfords had not left 27/29 Endicott Street under a cloud of financial 
difficulties, it is unlikely that evidence would have appeared within the privy deposit. The 
clearance episode that it represents contains relatively few high-value materials, but it 
must always be kept in mind that the deposit represents discard rather than a 
comprehensive sampling of everything that was in use. While Louisa Cowen’s will 
reveals that she had high-cost goods surrounding her, valuable enough to bequeath to 
members of her family, if Mary Lake had also accumulated materials such as silver 
castors, diamond rings, and the like, they would not have been deposited in the privy. 
Any portable wealth would have been taken by the family when they moved, or sold. 
Instead we are left with the residue of the daily utilitarian materials—cheap ceramics, 
empty bottles, food refuse, and discards such as old shoes.   
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Chapter 9 
Conclusions: Leaving the Sporting Life 
 
The key questions that I addressed in my approach to the artifact assemblage 
recovered from 27/29 Endicott Street concerned the intersection between a creation of 
commercial space and the intimate, embodied identities of the women working there. I 
intended to identify whether it is possible to recognize strategies used in the creation of 
the nineteenth-century brothel environment and ambiance. In addition, I wanted to 
investigate the extent to which the brothel under study could be evaluated though its 
sensory offerings. These offerings include not only visual (or sexual) experiences, but 
auditory, tactile, and gustatory experiences as well. I expected fluctuations in commercial 
success to be reflected in changes in material culture, but it became clear very quickly 
that the privy assemblage was most likely deposited all at once. Still, as a component of 
this line of research, I investigated the ways in which archaeologists can identify how the 
emotional and physical expectations of brothel patrons might have driven commercial 
choices made by the brothel madam. I theorized that a phenomenological analysis of 
objects lends itself to identifying potential emotional and practical relationships within 
the space. 
Through identifying the previously overlooked elements in the creation of a 
brothel’s environment and the cultural context of the period under investigation, I 
intended to develop an understanding of sensory expectations, as well as physical and 
emotional anticipation, of the brothel patrons. By combining contemporary historical 
documents and the material remains from the 27/29 Endicott Street privy, and the 
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prevalent social context for their significance—that is, whether they were used to 
manipulate middle-class expectations (Praetzellis and Praetzellis 2001) or if they served 
different purposes—I attempted to identify the larger social significance of objects in the 
brothel collection. 
 
Archaeology of the Senses  
 The development of an archaeology of the senses does not necessarily require the 
development of a new discipline. Instead it requires the embracing of the sensorial nature 
of the practice of archaeology and repositioning it within the theoretical understanding of 
embodied experience. It is unlikely that archaeologists will ever be able to understand the 
meanings attached to sensory experience in the past, but with the acknowledgment of 
universal sensory stimuli (e.g., smooth versus rough, bright versus dim, etc.), 
archaeologists can move towards the interpretation of physical space in the past.  
An archaeology of the senses is most effective when it recognizes that that 
sensory stimuli are rarely received in isolation. When interpretation of archaeological 
material employs a multi-sensorial approach, the traditional phenomenological approach, 
generally employed to discuss movement through landscapes, is relocated to the 
experiencing body.  While theories of embodiment and identity have grappled with the 
association between the biological body and culture, it is the lived experience of an 
individual within their cultural context, and the daily decisions that they make as they 
move through the world that may provide the most useful way for archaeologists to 
discuss theories of embodiment in their interpretation of material culture.  
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 Because an individual’s construction of identity is tied to his or her experience of 
the social world, an over-reliance on exterior or visual markers ignores an individual’s 
interior identity as well as how an embodied identity can be expressed through an 
engagement with a sensorial world. Bourdieu’s theory of habitus, describing an 
internalized set of structures that influence an individual’s understanding of and reaction 
to the world, serves to give “systematicity,” coherence, and consistence to individual 
practice. In viewing action with consideration of habitus, an individual’s habits and 
active decisions appear to contradict the traditional, Cartesian mind/body dichotomy.  
 The “contextuality” of embodiment in material culture studies has begun to 
develop alongside investigations of sensory experience in archaeology. Multisensorial 
contexts can be extrapolated to discuss how different sensorial interpretations can be 
made about the materials we excavate and how those experiences relate to broader 
cultural themes. Scholars currently studying sensory experience acknowledge that there 
are substantial limitations to the Aristotelian five-sense schema of sight, sound, taste, 
touch, and hearing—not least of which because they are arbitrary when discussing non-
western sensory experience. While sensory perception appears to be a physical rather 
than cultural act, the interpretation of our physiological response to external stimuli is 
culturally determined. Sensory historians cannot understand what different sensory 
information meant in the past because they are not able to extract themselves from their 
own cultural milieu; they can, however, make interpretations about the sensory stimuli of 
those materials, despite not knowing their exact meaning in the past. 
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Methods for applying sensory archaeology to the 27/29 Endicott Street assemblage 
 It became necessary for me to develop methods for analyzing the 27/29 Endicott 
Street materials within the framework of an archaeology of the senses. Because of the 
nature of the assemblage, I elected to examine the collection in terms of the brothel as a 
household and attempted to analyze the materials in terms of their “use-life” 
assemblages. While brothels are not analogous to private, familial households, the 
methods used to analyze households are useful ways to consider brothel spaces. 
Households in general can be defined as “task-oriented” residential units. With this broad 
definition, brothel spaces clearly fall within the considerations of household archaeology. 
In practice, however, a finer distinction needs to be made as brothels differ greatly from 
contemporaneous domestic households. Because the organizational structure of the 
brothel, with the madam as manager and prostitutes as laborers, parallels corporate 
boarding households, they might be the closest correlation. That being said, brothels lack 
the overarching influence of a larger corporate entity. The place of brothel customers is 
also complicated within the corporate household structure as they influence the business 
commercially through the purchase of sex and other services, but do not directly affect 
the running of the brothel.  
In viewing the brothel as analogous to a corporate household, my examination of 
the material remains of the brothel (especially with regard to the use, display, and 
consumption of goods), can provide evidence for the interpretation of the brothel’s 
success as a place of business, a residence, and a world of fantasy and inverted 
domesticity. By interpreting the collection in terms of sub-assemblages, or items that 
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would have been used together in their “use-lives,” understanding of the brothel both as a 
corporate household and a sensorial space is better. Analysis of reassembled assemblages 
of practice, as a methodological framework, contributes a way of exploring the 
synesthesia of sensory experience.  
 
Mary Adams’ Negotiation of Boston’s Nineteenth-Century Reform  
 I here focused on the creation of the first brothel at 27/29 Endicott Street, run by 
Mary A. Adams, and used it as a lens through which to examine how a Boston madam 
negotiated reform-minded society and law enforcement. The houses of prostitution that 
catered to middle-class and wealthier clients needed to provide an atmosphere of safety 
and anonymity. Adams’ decisions about her brothel’s location, appearance, and the 
supplementary services available reflect her need to traverse the fluctuating social 
permissibility of sex work in the mid-nineteenth century. Ultimately, Adams’ brothel was 
established as a comfortable haven for middle-class businessmen.  
 A significant influence on nineteenth-century Boston reform was the mayor 
Josiah Quincy. His rhetoric of “cleaning up” the city by cleansing the streets of social 
undesirables such as prostitutes did a great deal to move prostitution from an open 
practice and in the streets, to more clandestine locales and heavy reliance on brothels and 
other places of prostitution. By the 1840s, reform activists declared that the truly guilty 
parties in prostitution—the pimps, madams, and clients—were largely ignored by the 
city’s law enforcement and pressed lawmakers to come down more heavily on brothels. 
Although the first raid on Boston’s red light district occurred in 1823, periodic raids were 
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conducted in the 1850s by Boston police. The association of theaters, oyster bars, and 
quiet, genteel brothels with the upper classes of men in the city likely had a great deal of 
influence on law enforcement’s focus on dance-halls and “disorderly houses” in high-
crime areas like North Street, while they simultaneously ignored other spaces.  
 Endicott Street brothels, while never the target of a “great descent,” were not 
completely immune; several Endicott Street brothel keepers were arrested in the second 
half of the nineteenth century. Despite that, there is little indication that they did any jail 
time or that their establishments were closed down—most likely they were asked to pay a 
nominal fine. It is possible, as well, that when compared to the larger volume of 
establishments of vice on North Street, the relatively smaller scattering of Endicott Street 
brothels was not the city’s priority. Geographically, Endicott Street was “respectable” for 
several reasons. To start, it was only a block from the Boston and Main Rail Depot 
(unlike North Street, which was nearer the docks). In addition, although it shared a wall 
with a large stable, the 27-29 Endicott Street brothel was not near any sewer outlets, 
which would have rendered the general odor of the area a little less noxious. 
 The material culture recovered from the privy suggests that the brothel madams 
actively made attempts at appearing respectable. Through practices such as taking tea in 
the parlor to the ambiance of lighting in the space, the environment was likely one of 
comfortable and genteel domesticity. Rising Christian evangelism of the period described 
home as a place in which virtues and morality were nurtured. A brothel mimicking that 
environment might seem incongruous. That incongruity, however, likely added 
psychologically to the experience. Socially, the home would have been a ubiquitously 
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female space. By presenting the brothel as “domestic,” the brothel keeper found coded 
ways to remind the male visitors of the sexual availability of the women present. At the 
same time, home was also viewed as a sanctuary. Perhaps the brothel was offering 
sanctuary from the responsibilities of an actual domestic space or providing a “home 
away from home” for visiting businessmen. Institutions that supported commercial sex 
did so through the promotion of male camaraderie and fraternity. The parlor format 
would have allowed for jovial male competition (both conversationally and sexually).  
 The number and quality of ancillary services offered by the brothel would have 
directly affected its status (in the ranking of houses of prostitution). The material culture 
recovered, suggests that the brothel at 27/29 Endicott Street was in the middle-range of 
the prostitution hierarchy. The quality of light on a room would have been affected by the 
presence of mirrors, and travel between spaces in the brothel was likely restricted through 
the use of hand-held finger lamps. Tea wares were highly decorated and matched 
transferprinted sets, but the quality of the transferprints was poor and there were 
considerable flaws in the sets—something that would have likely gone unnoticed in low 
light with other entertainments present. Additionally, there appears to have been a 
distinction between tea wares and dinner wares (the latter being largely made up of blue 
shell-edged pearlware). Alcohol bottles were underrepresented, but the presence of 
numerous matching tumblers suggest that alcohol was consumed and that the brothel 
space must have represented the typical “parlor” organization of the period with visitors 
and prostitutes socializing together before the sexual transaction.  
 Despite her short tenure at the Endicott Street brothel, material culture and the 
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placement of the brothel within the wider illicit landscape of Boston suggests that Mary 
Adams was attempting to attract a particular type of bourgeois clientele. The expectations 
of male clients also shaped the way the brothel economy was conducted. The purchase of 
sex was no doubt the primary purpose of the Endicott Street brothel, but it was not its 
only function.  
 
Louisa Cowen and the Embodied Experience of Brothel Life 
 The physical and psychological coping strategies practiced by women engaging in 
sex work at 27/29 Endicott Street played at least as much a role in the creation of the 
brothel atmosphere as the décor and ancillary offerings. By analyzing the food consumed, 
general health, personal adornment, and other elements of intimate life, I demonstrated 
that these coping strategies were vital to the brothel’s continued success. The biography 
of brothel’s longest-serving madam, Louisa Cowen, provides the best lens for this 
analysis because of what is known about her life outside of the brothel environment 
which, in many ways, provides a glimpse of how the brothel economy affected her life in 
the long-term. Under Louisa Cowen, the brothel went from employing five women 
between the ages of 17 and 24 in 1860 to seven between the ages of 19 and 24 in 1865. 
She appears to have preferred employing New England women, but by 1865 she had also 
hired women from England, Ireland, and Nova Scotia.  
 Ultimately, the “private” lives of women engaged in sex work could be 
manipulated into part of the public performance of the brothel. While dining wares were 
useful for exploring the “setting” of the parlor atmosphere and possible distinctions 
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between front and backstage practices, the act of eating is, by its nature, an embodied act. 
Through taking in sustenance, experiencing the flavors, textures, and aromas of food and 
drink, and practicing acceptable table manners (or not), the full body is involved in 
eating. On the surface, brothel dining seems that it would be most comparable to 
boardinghouse dining because of the large numbers of unrelated individuals living 
together and being overseen by a household manager. In fact, the tablewares and food 
remains recovered from the Endicott Street Privy suggest a more varied dining style. 
 The brothel residents and employees are best distinguished from their 
boardinghouse contemporaries through the types of faunal and botanical remains. Cuts of 
beef provided indicate more choice than typically on offer at a boardinghouse table. 
Residents regularly dined on pork, mutton and lamb, fish, shellfish, and various types of 
fowl. Likewise, the Endicott Street privy contained a large number of fruit and nut 
remains, specifically peach and cherry pits; Exotic food items such as brazil nuts and 
coconuts were also present.  
 In seeking to preserve their health and prevent pregnancy, the women at 27/29 
Endicott douched regularly using glass vaginal syringes. The ways and places in which 
syringes were used in a brothel may be outside of their conventional application. In the 
nineteenth century, venereal disease was socially regarded as evidence of sexual deviancy 
and, in some regards, directly tied to the practice of prostitution. Oftentimes 
advertisements would include mention of the cleanliness of the women working at 
brothels. Because of this, the use of syringes around brothel customers could help support 
this claim. The strict and invasive control by external actors, such as madams and clients 
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call into question the full autonomy of a prostitute over her own private and intimate 
health.  
 In nineteenth-century reform literature, little is said about women who have 
children while working as prostitutes. The 27/29 Endicott Street assemblage contains 
several artifacts related to children and childhood. Children’s mugs, marbles, a toy 
drumstick, and children’s shoes were some of the material recovered that provided the 
strongest indicators of a brothel childhood. Having particular mugs for children not only 
attempted to instill expectations of middle-class gentility, but also provided training for 
appropriate dining practices. By providing dishes with a visual distinction from the adult 
place settings in form and pattern, parents insured that children had something that was 
specially theirs. Unfortunately, however, the interpretation of brothel childhood proves 
difficult given the adult uses of the items recovered. For example, marbles could have 
been incorporated into gambling games. Also, it is possible that the women employed at 
the brothel had acquired the mugs later in life as young women or curated them as 
mementos from childhood. In addition to toys and mugs, glass nursing shields and a 
bottle of Mrs. Winslow’s soothing syrup provide evidence for the presence of an infant at 
the site, but it is unclear whether this infant was Alice Padelford, who died in 1873 or an 
earlier, unrecorded infant.  
 While independent sex workers likely had a deal of personal autonomy 
concerning their dress, there is some historical suggestion that madams or managers of 
brothels exerted some control over the appearance of the women working for them. 
Artifacts related to personal adornment are often the best markers available to 
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archaeologists in interpreting an individual’s personal identity. In the nineteenth century, 
respectability and dress were tightly connected. Although the historical literature may 
make mention of prostitutes in obscene or slovenly dress, most historical accounts 
describe prostitutes dressing in high style. In the case of prostitutes’ clothing, it was not 
necessarily the garments that were not respectable, but the body that was wearing them. 
While artifacts related to clothing were limited to buttons and other fastenings, personal 
adornment in the form of perfume and hair ornaments were well-represented in the 
assemblage.  
 Because of the wealth that Louisa left to her sisters in particular, it is possible that 
her bequests represent an intimate knowledge of what financial hardship looked like for a 
woman in the nineteenth century. In general, it is clear from her bequests that Louisa’s 
relationship with her family contradicted the moralistic literature’s claims that 
prostitution led to a lonely death and ostracization from one’s family.  
 
Mary Lake and the Closing of the 27/29 Endicott Street Privy 
 I used the life of the final Madam of 27/29 Endicott Street to explore how her 
marriage to the “physician” William Padelford might have influenced her decision to 
close the brothel. At the same time, I explored what the closing of the privy could 
represent about their financial stability given the likelihood that the deposit represents a 
“clearance” episode. After 1870, 27/29 Endicott Street would not have been considered a 
formal brothel by nineteenth-century standards. Sometime in the middle of the 1870s, the 
privy at the site was also closed. While privy deposits often contain a large and variable 
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number of artifacts, this filling and abandonment deposit generally represents a single 
episode of disposal.  
 Mary Lake took over the running of the brothel after the death of Louisa Cowen, 
but in 1867 she married the quack physician William Padelford. In the middle of the 
nineteenth century, individuals were able to practice medicine without any training. 
Given William Padelford’s background as a moulder and pastry baker before turning to 
medicine, this was likely the case with him. Padelford specialized in the treatment of 
venereal disease and of genito-urinary distress, so it is possible that Padelford and Lake 
met while she or her employees were seeking treatment. I propose that rather than 
Padelford providing respectability or an additional service to the brothel, he was, in fact, 
seeking respectability (and perhaps financial stability) by marrying Mary Lake. 
 Following the closing of the brothel, the building appears to have served a short 
time as a boardinghouse; it appears, however, that none of the boarders stayed for longer 
than a year. In the archaeology of privies, archaeologists typically focus on the structural 
standardization of privy structures and how they reflected changing hypotheses about 
hygiene and sanitation or the use-life of the objects inside. Because of the regular 
cleaning of privy chambers, the depositional processes can inform archaeologists about 
the situation that led to the privy being closed. Cleaning would need to take place 
regularly, not only for practical reasons, but also because of prevailing health concerns of 
the time. This regular cleaning means that most material found in a privy represents a 
single depositional episode.  
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Research Questions Revisited  
In approaching this research, I addressed three key questions that concern the 
intersection between a creation of commercial space and the intimate, sexual embodiment 
of the women working there. Initially I set out to identify whether it is possible to 
recognize strategies used in the creation of the nineteenth-century brothel environment 
and ambiance. I was interested in investigating the extent to which the 27/29 Endicott 
brothel could be evaluated by its sensory offerings. This includes not only visual 
experiences, but auditory, tactile, and gustatory experiences as well. The material culture 
of the brothel space, while contributing to the active running of the brothel and its 
economic success, also provided a sort of “set dressing” for the fantasy experience being 
created by the madam and the prostitutes working at the brothel. 
I argue that the brothel represents a fantasy of “inverted domesticity,” or a space 
that looks superficially domestic but with the presence of sexually available young 
women and without some of the social restrictions on interactions between unmarried 
men and women. I suggest that the brothel was also providing a quiet and anonymous 
environment for both the sensibilities of the customers and in order to avoid attention of 
authorities. The brothel was located in an area of the city that avoided raids by the police, 
despite authorities having been aware of the presence of brothels on Endicott Street. This 
lack of attention may have related to where the brothel was located. At the same time, the 
material culture generally resembles that of a domestic environment—indeed, nothing 
recovered from the 27/29 Endicott Street privy would be out of place in a nineteenth 
century home.  
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Practices of social interaction were particularly surprising. For example, the 
privy’s large number of teawares and limited types of materials related to alcohol 
consumption suggest attempts at creating an environment of middle-class gentility. The 
wide variety of food types that would have been available were consumed on matching 
sets of tablewares suggesting that, either the women working at the brothel practiced 
genteel dining when they were not working or that that the brothel hosted dinners for 
their customers and put on a show of adhering to middle-class expectations of dining 
practices.  
In addition to the consumption practices within the dining room and the parlor, 
some material culture hints at the interior sensory experience of the brothel environment. 
The presence of small, handheld “finger lamps” suggests that the brothel was selectively 
illuminated and that one would need to take light with them when traveling through the 
building. Quantities of mirror also suggest that what light there was would have been 
manipulated through the placement of reflective surfaces both in the parlor space as well 
as in the individual bedrooms. The use of mirrors in the brothel space would likely have 
been used to check ones’ appearance, however could have also changed how individuals 
might view the activities in the rooms where mirrors were present. The presence of bird 
cage seed cups also suggest that small pet birds were kept in the space. In addition to 
having been a common nineteenth-century pet, the presence of birds in the space would 
have contributed color, movement, and sound within the rooms where they were placed. 
Unfortunately, however, the material culture only hints at how the space might have been 
decorated or the sensory experiences available in the space alone. 
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The cleanliness of nineteenth-century prostitutes was often a key element in 
brothel advertising and material culture suggests that intimate health and cleanliness was 
just as important at 27/29 Endicott Street. The recovery of medications for the prevention 
and treatment of venereal disease such as copaiba oil and mercury, as well as methods for 
application like glass vaginal syringes, demonstrates that disease was at least a concern of 
the women employed at 27/29 Endicott Street. Any other illnesses that the women 
suffered, however, appears to have been treated by local apothecaries rather than patent 
medicines. Patent treatments were almost exclusively represented by hair tonics for the 
preservation or restoration of thinning or graying hair. There was also evidence of great 
attention being paid to the teeth with significant numbers of bone toothbrushes and 
bottles of the tooth powder Van Buskirk’s Fragrant Sozodont. Multiple types of perfume 
also indicate that pleasant scent was as important to the presentation of the brothel 
employees as sweet smelling breath, clean teeth, well-cared-for hair, and bodies free from 
disease. In this sense, the intimate bodily health and presentation of the women working 
as prostitutes was as important to the sensory experience of the brothel environment as 
the setting and ancillary offerings.   
In another key research question, I anticipated that fluctuations in competitive 
success of the brothel over time would be reflected in the changes in experienced space. I 
wished to investigate the ways in which archaeologists can identify how the emotional 
and physical expectations of brothel patrons might have driven commercial choices made 
by the brothel madam. I argued that a phenomenological analysis of objects lends itself to 
identifying potential emotional and practical relationships within the space.  
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Unfortunately, on analyzing the materials within the context of privy depositional 
processes, I determined that the 27/29 Endicott Street privy deposit was too homogenous 
for identifying any differentiation over time. Because the privy strata contain similar 
proportions of material and appear to date consistently to the same period throughout, the 
deposit was likely deposited at once therefore not possible to pick out individual madams 
or periods. This was perhaps unsurprising considering the regular cleaning that were done 
with nineteenth-century privies.   
 Although I was unable to address any fluctuations in financial success over time, I 
argued that the way the privy was filled might represent a rapid departure of the 
Padelford family (the last family in residence at the site before the privy was filled and, 
consequently, the last madam at the brothel). Because other archaeologists have 
suggested that privy deposits that resemble that of 27/29 Endicott Street represent 
“clearance episodes” and are most often are associated with eviction from a property, it is 
possible that the Endicott Street privy deposit indicates a similar rapid departure for 
reasons of financial difficulty.  
 The tax records pertaining to William Padelford and his subsequent disappearance 
from the historical record might indicate that the family left 27/29 Endicott Street rapidly 
to avoid creditors or bill collectors. Although the deposit represents a single episode of 
deposition and therefore cannot be used to understand financial success over time, the 
way in which it was deposited might be able to illuminate the financial situation of the 
last occupants before the privy ceased being used.  
Finally, another key question that I addressed concerned the identification of the 
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previously overlooked elements in the creation of a brothel’s environment and the 
cultural context of the period under investigation, I wanted to develop an understanding 
of sensory expectations, as well as physical and emotional anticipation, of the brothel 
patrons. I attempted to identify the larger social significance of objects in the brothel 
collection. Addressing this question is closely related to my analysis of sensory 
expectations of the brothel space. The relationship of the brothel within the broader 
landscape of the North End reflects the brothel’s purpose as a middle-class, superficially 
genteel space rather than the raucous dance halls and brothels on North Street. Because it 
was located nearer to middle-class business resources, such as the rail depot, it was not 
heavily targeted by law enforcement. At the same time, Endicott Street contained fewer 
brothels in general and was therefore less of a priority for law enforcement than North 
Street.  
 Middle-class brothels like the one at 27/29 Endicott Street provided an 
environment of homosocial male bonding, where men could relax in comfortable spaces 
and socialize in a similar manner to contemporary men’s clubs. At the same time, 
however, the presence of sexually available women provided a venue for customers to 
perform their own virility and sexual desirability in completion with their male 
colleagues. Additionally, the sensoriality of relationships and between prostitutes and 
customers (as reflected through the use, and potential gifting, of perfume, general bodily 
cleanliness, intimate health, etc.), provides a mnemonic link between regular customers 
and favored prostitutes.  
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Contributions and Practical Implications  
My dissertation contributes a new perspective to the growing archaeological study 
of prostitution. Through the use of theories of embodiment and an archaeology of the 
senses, the study of the Endicott Street collection assists in the development of a 
methodological and theoretical framework for the study of the archaeology of prostitution 
across time, space, and culture. My examination of the space as both a residence and 
place of employment sheds light on the relationships among the multiple components of a 
brothel household. The re-assembling of daily practices within the framework of sensory 
experience allows for the examination of material culture in order to understand what 
daily life within the brothel might have been like. Because all components of the brothel 
space were employed in the success of the brothel as a business, establishing individual 
uses of particular classes of material culture isn’t possible. Despite this, my analysis 
demonstrates the necessity of situating assemblages within how they would have been 
used in the nineteenth century, and framing their use within what we know historically 
about nineteenth-century prostitution. Brothel sites with material culture that appears 
domestic, such as 27/29 Endicott Street, demonstrate how the use of “inverted 
domesticity” both provides a desirable setting for customers and allows brothels to avoid 
detection or prosecution by law enforcement.  
Considering the material remains of nineteenth-century sex work through its 
business practices assists in the situation of these spaces within the broader cultural 
milieu.  By studying the daily lived experience of brothel space through embodied 
sensory experience, I offer interpretations about how prostitution and interactions within 
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places of prostitution can be more comprehensively understood. Sex work should be 
considered as what it was and is—a means of employment and attempt at achieving 
economic security conducted by real and three-dimensional individuals. Although 
understanding the individual stories of women employed as sex workers in the nineteenth 
century may be impossible to understand when using the historical record exclusively, 
providing a detailed analysis of the spaces in which they worked can help illuminate the 
material world which they occupied. 
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